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Summary 


American Coffee Shop AU/Sugar Daddy AU but I’m not a romance author. 


Broke. Considering dropping out. Considering stepping out into traffic. Stuck in a shitty 
barista gig when he should be right with his per se in some corporate job with health 
insurance—Wilbur sees a golden ticket to another hell in the form of a sugar daddy. 


Schlatt. Everything wrong with America. Some thirty-something, Wall-Street shark in a suit 
with too much money to spare, too little morals and plenty of questionable ethics. 


Notes 


Disclaimer: The language in this is heavy. It is intentionally abusive. It is meant to be 
demeaning, insulting and downright reprehensible. It does not reflect my actual opinion on 
CCs or opinions I hold IRL. 


This is kind of my take on Americana horror. Again, heed the tags. This fic is not for 
everyone. Suicide and abuse are main concepts—there is very little good here. 


Also updates may be lacking/slow/sparse. 


See the end of the work for more notes 


Chapter 1 


Wilbur was thinking of fucking dying. 


He was standing next to the industrial fridge, beating his head against the door slow and 
delicate, because any louder and his useless coworker might hear him. His coworker, a teen 
who worked this job for the summer, was staring at his phone instead of stocking anything. 
He’d heard Wilbur blow up at the customer and done jack shit, just sighed and decided now 
was a good time as any to use the distraction as a way to look at his phone. 


The line at the counter was long. It was mid-morning and the heated argument at the register 
his manager was dealing with still reached him. Fucking cunt. Not his manager, but the five- 
foot-four dyed blonde wearing a Fitbit and air pods who wouldn’t let bygones be bygones. 
Another write-up. Another long lecture on company values. But they wouldn’t fire him. 
There wasn’t anyone else in this fucking town willing to work here, apparently. Maybe if 
they paid him more than enough to live on, someone else would sign up for this soul-sucking 
work. 


He’d snapped. Four hours of sleep. That and the thirty-drinks he needed to make, some 
delivery app screeching a warning that it was taking too damn long to get out the order and 
he found when he’d opened his mouth nothing good came out. He’d said, “Look, cunt—I 
can’t give you another fucking espresso shot for free just because you’re a single mother—” 


The manager. A middle-aged woman no better off than he in life, with two kids, no husband, 
and a fat lot of debt gave him the stink-eye as she returned from the counter. “Wilbur, a 
word.” 


“Let me guess, a write-up. Splendid. Is this my sixth one this month?” Wilbur muttered. He 
turned his head from the fridge door to look at her and spotted the smirk on her face. She had 
no problem with him, clearly. 


“We'll have this talk in the office.” She looked past Wilbur and shot the teen a look, his 
fingers moving across the keys. “Tommy, get off your damn phone and grab counter or we’ll 
we have more customers like that bitch,” Puffy said. A wry smile. “Come on, office. Let’s go 
through the motions, Wilbur.” 


And so, they did. She gave him a tired, half-assed speech that went something like, “I don’t 
care Wilbur, say you’re going to grab a manager or something and go take a hit on a vape in 
the fridge like everyone else. I don’t want to have to do refunds. You know how they’re like 
at this time.” 


“T think Pll fucking get hit by a car after work,” Wilbur told her, shoving his hair out of his 
eyes. He groaned and leaned forward on the cheap plywood desk. “Then we can let Tommy 
manage this place, eh?” 


“Just clean store-room for half-an-hour, then go back to counter—it’s not like Tommy was 
going to do it,” Puffy handwaved. A look at Wilbur. “Deep breaths. Just brush it off.” 


“Can’t,” Wilbur said, but he stood anyway. “Never could.” 


It was tempting. 
Wilbur could just walk into traffic. 


He spent an hour waiting for the bus that was always running late, feet aching, back killing 
him, world blending around him and his stomach gnawing on coffee and an old sandwich, 
twisting and churning and begging for something better. What a life he lived. 


The bus smelled like petrol, the seats were sticky, too many people crammed in even after a 
pandemic smelling of body odor and something nastier. The man next to him kept coughing. 
The child in a woman’s lap played a game with no headphones. The beeping drawing on any 
patience he had in life and chewing it up. Wilbur’s were broken. Nothing to keep the noise 
out. 


Just. This. 
This was his life. 


Wilbur was really thinking of fucking dying. 


The hallway to his apartment was thumping with music from someone’s door. It was that 
kind of night, of course it was. Someone elbowed past him on the way to their door and he 
stared after them, a dark glower, but they were lost behind a close door where a TV blared a 
reality show of some sort. The hall smelt of cat piss and mold, and that stain that’d been on 
the wall from a moved tile in the ceiling, leaking something from a pipe no one ever bothered 
fixing. 


But today something was different. Near the door to his apartment was an argument taking 
place. A short, heated argument. “Listen, motherfucker. I will shove my fucking fist up your 
bitch ass cunt. Don’t tell me not to talk in Spanish on my phone, to my abuela—you want to 
go. We’ll fucking go. Fuck you—” Wilbur’s arrival stopped the two. 


It was one of his neighbors and a stranger. His neighbor could be summed up thusly: a 
stocky man who’d hung a Trump 2020 flag on his door for well into April. He’d called 
Wilbur a fruity foreigner on account of his accent when he first moved in. The other man was 
a head below him and fuming, hands balled into fists and a vape still dangling off his fingers. 


“Scuse me,” Wilbur said, motioning to his door, “just trying to get into my apartment.” 


The other man turned to him—if you could call him a man. Now Wilbur could see his face 
clearly, he was pretty sure there was a chance this was a teenager. “Fucking finally. You 
posted on Craigslist you were looking for a roommate. I have cash. I’m Quackity.” He was 
taken aback, but not enough to really stop this conversation in its tracks. 


“T said to call first on the ad,” Wilbur said. 
“T did. And you never picked up, and I was in the area.” 


His neighbor was glowering at them and with one last comment said, “Fucking immigrants.” 
And stormed back into his apartment. The door slammed. 


“What a fucking cunt,” Quackity muttered. He only had a backpack on him at the moment, 
but he reached into his wallet and thumbed out three hundred. “You said half-of-rent is four- 
hundred, with utilities another hundred. So, five. I'll have the other two-hundred at the end of 
the month.” They stood there in the narrow space of the hall and Wilbur felt the day 
beginning to wear on him. He didn’t need this. 


“Do I look that desperate you assume I’m just saying yes?” Wilbur questioned. Quackity 
grinned. 


“T’ve been told I’m a good negotiator. Look, look—I’m also desperate. I got like—half my 
shit in a shitty car. And I got a cat. I know this place says no pets, but like—you like cats?” 
Quackity said. “Come on, man, I’m desperate too.” 


Wilbur groaned. “I just got off work. I don’t have time for this.” 


“Look—don’t be hasty,” Quackity said. “Come on. I got cash. You’ve had that ad up for what 
like, two months—I’m a great roommate.” He shouldered his bag and Wilbur looked him up 
and down. 


“Are you even 18?” Wilbur questioned. 
“Twenty. We can get the details worked out later.” 
“That’s not going to work. It’s either—” 


A sigh. Quackity unzipped his backpack and rifled through his shit. “Let’s see—you look like 
a—a fruit-loops vape kind of guy. You like fruit loops flavor?” 


Wilbur had a new roommate, he guessed. It wasn’t like he had any other offers. Wilbur 
ignored the proffered vape, opened his apartment door and said, “Fuck it. Couch is yours. It’s 
a futon, but it’s broken. You did read it’s one bedroom, right.” 


Quackity entered, bold and unbothered. For someone who’d been camping outside his door 
for enough time to have taken a phone call in Spanish and angered his neighbor, he really was 
just walking in like he owned the place. “Yeah, yeah—I am like not at all bothered by that 
shit. You’re gonna love my cat.” 


Wilbur wasn’t sure why the fuck he said ‘yes’ to Quackity. 


Instead of sitting on the couch, scrolling through his phone and staring at his guitar, willing 
inspiration to come—he’d spent the last hour hauling up Quackity’s stuff with him. 


There was no guarantee this guy was even going to give him money for rent and wasn’t just 
surfing here. He’d given Wilbur the three hundred, but Wilbur left for work for eleven-hours 
a day (counting transit)—he could probably steal it back pretty damn easy. Maybe, it’s 
because he really was counting on these days being his last. If this situation blew up too, he’d 
just let it all go. 


Wilbur opened his email on his laptop and stared at that mocking bill for next semester. No 
financial aid, too many class withdrawals due to his shit mental health. But he was three 
classes from finishing...it’d just taken him six years rather than four. Wilbur closed the damn 
email, adding that bill to another list of ‘fuck it, you’re going to have to wait your turn.’ He 
had dinner, and dinner was three-day-old macaroni he warmed up with his half-functional 
microwave. 


Quackity was looking around his kitchen. He’d already seen most of the cupboard but seeing 
the empty fridge and pantry he was stunned. “Jesus, you need to run to a grocery store, man.” 


“T’ve got 10 dollars for groceries—next week,” Wilbur told him. Quackity let out a low 
whistle. 


“T’m ordering pizza. Want some?” 


“Thought the three-hundred you handed me was all that you had?” Wilbur said around the 
spoon in his mouth as he watched the microwave spin. 


“My ex’s credit card information is still on my pizza rewards account—” Quackity 
handwaved. A small smile to him. Wilbur huffed, then nodded. He shoved his macaroni back 
in the fridge. 


“Sounds good to me,” Wilbur said. 


They ate decent on Quackity’s ex’s dollar, and for the moment, Wilbur decided life was 
marginally worth living. His evening entertainment was the small, scraggly nightmare of a 
tabby cat named Beast that was eating a piece of sausage that fell on the ground. It ate like it 
was murdering something. For such a small thing, it gnashed its teeth together and spat and 
hacked as it chewed on the little morsel. Quackity kindly informed him you couldn’t pet 
Beast, Beast had to choose you. Quackity hadn’t asked before he’d taken two of Wilbur’s 
bowls, poured water in one, and cat food in another. 


Whoever Quackity was and whatever situation he came from, the man despite it all was 
pleasantly charming. He was brash, loud, swore—but underneath it all strangely warm if how 
he cooed at his cat was anything to go by. That monster of a cat that had swiped at Wilbur for 
daring to walk near it. 


And you know, Wilbur could accept that at least if he had to make a list of reasons to end it— 
he could take his empty apartment draining him of his money off his list. He just wished 
when Quackity brought out an old beat-up PS2, he could have offered a TV—but his ex- 
girlfriend took that too when she left. 


“You've been slightly more nice today,” said Tommy. Another shift alone with him and one 
of their managers—not Puffy today. Her kid was sick probably. 


He was pretty sure the amount of hours they let this kid work was illegal. Tommy was almost 
here as much as Wilbur, and Wilbur worked six days of the goddamn week, eight hours a day. 


“Got a new roommate,” Wilbur summed up, scrubbing down the stubborn smear of mocha all 
over the counter. Lunch had passed and finally the line had trickled down. 


“Oh,” Tommy put some stirring spoons and the blender together to go wash them in the sink. 
“T wish I could live in an apartment,” Tommy hummed. Whatever he was on about, Wilbur 
didn’t care. He was a loud kid, but Wilbur tuned him out. He always was talking about 
something, but Wilbur didn’t care for teens. He had his own shit. 


But. He was in a better mood. He humored Tommy. 
“Why? It’s not that great,” Wilbur questioned. 
“Dunno. Just’d be nice to be away from my parents. That’s all,” Tommy told him. 


“With how much you work, you could easily when you’re 18,” Wilbur said, giving up on the 
counter. 


“They take it all,” Tommy said, his voice falling to a whisper. “Not allowed to keep it.” 


Wilbur had known Tommy about four weeks now. And he’d done his best not to learn 
anything about him. Wilbur had a policy about not getting attached or caring about his 
coworkers. If you let no one in—it made life far easier. Still. Part of him wanted to in that 
moment say something. Tell Tommy that wasn’t right. 


With how much Tommy talked about anything and everything, he had a feeling all he had to 
do was ask. Had anyone ever listened to this kid? 


Wilbur didn’t. Just hummed a ditty under his breath. And they went back to working in 
silence. 


It was near the end of his hastily extended shift that had turned into a double, when he met 
him. 


This coffee shop stayed open until 10pm—goddamn awful decision if you asked him, but 
they had a steady supply of customers coming in that late. He worked 7am to 3pm usually, 
but today someone called out. Someone who actually had a life and was taking summer 
courses and had a final—so the manager called him in, gestured to his write-ups and said, 
“T’ll waive one if you cover her shift.” 


“Do these write-ups even do anything anymore?” Wilbur questioned, leaning on the wall, 
rubbing his eyes. 


“They will when we get more workers,” that manager warned him. 


They’d told him that for the past year and a half, but he just nodded. Whatever. He’d take the 
what was it—an extra eighty bucks. Wilbur’s good mood soured well after Tommy left, 
cheerfully waving goodbye to him despite Wilbur’s uncaring and deliberate look to the side. 
The day slogged on and his body rebelled. But food was free at work, and the coffee kept him 
awake. 


It was seven minutes until close when in walked a man from the business side of town. 
Wilbur had been hoping doors would be locked soon and he could clean up and leave, when 
this man waltzed in. His loafers smacked the less than pristine linoleum with an annoyingly 
crisp and drawn out sound. The sound of an encounter Wilbur didn’t want to have. 


The man eyed Wilbur, very deliberately sweeping his eyes up his legs, over his chest, to his 
hair and glasses then back to his face. “You’re aren’t the bucktooth brunette with acne who’s 
usually here,” the man said. 


Wilbur gritted his teeth. Lovely. End his night on a lower note, would you? “What can I get 
for you today?” 


“Oh, someone’s fucking pissy,” the man drawled, laughing. “I hear that attitude. Yeah, you 
know what—I need a few minutes looking at the menu. Think Ill try something new.” 


The man, in his crisp suit, sparkling watch and with his shiny new phone took his sweet-ass 
time and Wilbur mentally said ‘okay, screw you too.’ He turned away from the man and went 
back to cleaning, feeling the man’s gaze on him the entire time. He could feel when that stare 
intensified and knew the man had lowered his phone, was ready to order now—and was just 
waiting for him to turn back. 


Pointedly, he ignored it. 


“Hey, sweet cheeks, baby doll,” the man mocked, “Gonna fucking take my order or what?” 
Wilbur turned, having to bite down the retort. 


It was close. Policy was you took their order if they walked in before close, but Wilbur 
wanted so badly to spit in the face of that. And when the man just raised an eyebrow, 
scraggly mutton-chops angering him all the more—“Today, princess?” 


“We’re closed; you took too long,” Wilbur snapped. 
A guffaw. The man fixed him with a snarl. “Excuse me?” 
“You heard me,” Wilbur said. 


The man leaned forward, his height no more than Wilbur’s and Wilbur refused to back down, 
even as the man was dangerously within swinging territory where he was at the counter. He 
looked down at Wilbur’s name-tag, fixed him with a nasty little smile—“Wilbur, huh?” 


Wilbur refused to respond. 


“Yanno, sweet cheeks. I know the owner.” A snort from Wilbur—everyone fucking said that. 
The man raised his hand, jabbed a finger in Wilbur’s direction at his disbelieving look. “Oh, 
no, I’m serious. But you know, I don’t give a fuck about filing a complaint. You—you’re a 
bitch. And I’m going to fucking make you realize your damn place. I’Il be back for you, 
tomorrow.” 


“Have a good night,” Wilbur seethed, and the man just smiled at him, adjusted his cuffs, and 
left. 


Wilbur got home to Quackity asleep on the couch, his monster of a cat curled up in Wilbur’s 
bed. Wilbur kicked the damn cat out of his bed, earned a scratch for his trouble and then the 
cat vomited on his shoes. 


Whatever. He was going to get another write-up. So, sue him. Wilbur was too tired to think 
about that. 


It. 
Was far worse. 
Then a write-up. 


Wilbur walked into utter hell. A delivery order of proportions not suited for two damn people 
and a manager to handle, not to mention—an entire floor of an office apparently was treated 
to free coffee and sweets on a company card—called ahead. 


He didn’t get to leave on time and neither did Tommy. Both of them were up to their 
goddamn necks in just far too many customers, far too many drinks—he was pretty sure the 
teen was about to start crying. Puffy was helping them, but she looked ready to go make them 
Vodka-Sprites with the bottle she had hidden somewhere in the office and just declare the 
business done for. 


But by five—with the later workers coming in and the end of the order nearly through—they 
made it to the end. Wilbur had coffee spilled down his shirt, hazelnut somehow ended up in 
his hair and he was pretty sure rotten milk he’d accidentally spilled digging through the 
fridge was soaking in his shoes, along with that cat-puke he hadn’t managed to scrub off this 
morning. 


And as if on cue, as Wilbur stood there next to the time-clock waiting his turn—only letting 
Tommy clock out first on principle and because Tommy had started crying at some point and 
he was doing his duty as any good person would and pretending he hadn’t noticed—in 
walked the devil himself and the owner. 


The owner was someone none of them ever saw. Thirty something. Couldn’t care less about 
this restaurant in this franchise. They were just another store number and profit margin to 
tally up at the end. 


Beside him, was the man from last night. He spotted Wilbur who must have looked like utter 
shit and with a word to the owner, he was stopped from clocking out. “Wilbur, can you come 
here for a second—nothing bad, I promise,” the owner said with a beaming smile. 


Wilbur flashed Puffy a desperate look, but she just clocked out and gave him a shrug. He 
dragged his feet over and rested his hands in his pockets as the owner ignored his absolutely 
ruined appearance and just shot a smile to the man. “Wilbur, this is Schlatt; Schlatt, Wilbur— 
one of our longer working employees. Good kid. You’re in university for English?” 


“Yeah,” Wilbur muttered. 


“He’s a good kid,” the owner handwaved. The man—Schlatt—was fixing him with an 
absolutely innocent as can be, devil’s smile. He was looking over Wilbur’s appearance like 
he’d personally done it himself. “I just wanted to thank you all for the hard work you put in 
today. I know we’re a little under-staffed, but I think you all managed well.” 


Wilbur thought that was real easy to say as someone who wasn’t here, but he kept his tongue 
glued to his teeth. The owner continued. “Schlatt and I are old high-school pals and he told 
me he was so impressed by your service last night, he wanted to call and arrange a delivery 
order for his office—” Wilbur’s blood began to boil and rise up to his ears. “—and how could 
I say no?” 


“What can I say, I’m a real generous guy,” Schlatt said. He fixed Wilbur with that same, shit- 
eating grin as before. “I value my employees.” 


“So, do I,” his owner said. “Anyway, I just wanted to pass on my thanks. I know it can be 
rough with how busy we get to give every customer good service, but I appreciate your 
effort, Wilbur,” the owner said. 


That answered that. Those write-ups went fucking nowhere. Otherwise the owner might 
realize Wilbur had a goddamn penchant for mouthing off. 


But he kept it in. Kept a small, noncommittal smile on his face that was fighting to go 
anywhere else as Schlatt stared him down. Now, he was taller. Wilbur was slouching out of 
exhaustion, but he glanced at Schlatt’s shoes and almost wanted to laugh. They were heeled 
boots. Not by much. Just a couple inches. 


“T won’t hold you here any longer,” the owner said. “Go ahead and clock out, Wilbur.” 


Wilbur did and he tore off the apron and hat and shoved it in his messenger bag and tore for 
the door. Schlatt and the owner were gone from sight, but he wasn’t staying a second longer. 
He walked to the bus stop with a renewed vigor. With the damn scheduling it’d be thirty 
minutes until the next bus, and even more crowded since he got off late, but he didn’t care. 


Wilbur had been standing next to the stop for only around five minutes, enough to start 
narrating back the events in his head and cursing the man when a car rolled to a stop in the 
bus lane. It was a fancy thing—clean, tinted windows—reeked of money. Wilbur thought it 
looked like something Schlatt would drive. 


The window rolled down. Sunglasses. Same mutton-chops and greasy hair. Schlatt. 


“Hey, sweet cheeks,” Schlatt called. His eyes were looking at Wilbur over the frame of the 
sunglasses. There were four other people at the bus stop and three of them had looked up at 
Schlatt’s yelling. Wilbur stood there, gripping his bag, anger swelling back up in him. 
“Wilbur—hey. You fucking deaf?” 


Wilbur shook his head. “Piss off—” he said and they were both cut off by a bus that wasn’t 
the one Wilbur needed honking at Schlatt to get out of the bus lane. The business man flipped 
them off and ignored the bus, leaning over into his passenger seat to fix Wilbur with a nasty 
little smile. 


“Get in,” Schlatt said. 


“Not a chance,” Wilbur said. The bus honked again. He took a step back and Schlatt just kept 
grinning. 


“Oh baby, you know I could make it a fucking weekly thing. I’m such a generous boss—you 
know, for you sweet cheeks—daily. Or you can get in my fucking car,” Schlatt said. 


“T could just quit—” Wilbur started. But it was a lie. The only reason he was still working 
there was they provided tuition assistance and he had no other way to pay. 


More insistent bus honking. Schlatt just raised his eyebrows. Wilbur moved forward despite 
himself. He opened the car door, and despite everything in him screaming not to get in this 
car, he sat down. Schlatt tore out of the bus lane, cutting someone off as soon as Wilbur was 
in. 


Low-club music was playing in his car and Wilbur buckled the seatbelt and shifted his 
messenger bag on his lap. His heart was pounding in his throat with a mix of fear and anger. 
This situation was unprecedented. His life had been a mess this past week and this was only 
adding to it. Schlatt had pushed his sunglasses back up with one wristwatch and ring-clad 
hand. It wasn’t a marriage ring, but a gaudy thing that looked like a class-ring on his pointer 
finger. 


Wilbur wasn’t even sure what to say. He was suicidal but not looking to be killed by some 
prick and thrown off a dock. “Did you want to know my address or is this even a ride home?” 
Wilbur asked. 


“Nah,” Schlatt said. Looked at him through the glasses. “For the moment baby, it’s a ride. 
Didn’t say ‘home,’” Schlatt said, and reached over and turned the music up. Wilbur felt his 
heart hammer in his chest, louder. He gripped his phone where it was in his pocket, but what 
could he do? 


He sat there, unable to really think of what to do or say or how to react when Schlatt pulled 
over at a tall skyscraper of a building, idling in the pull-in area and then said. “Be a good boy 
—wait here. I’ve got to grab something.” 


Wilbur waited for him to leave the car, then tried the handle. Locked. He reached over to the 
driver’s side for the door lock button, but it wasn’t somewhere typical. And unluckily, 
whatever Schlatt had been grabbing had been handed to him by someone at the entrance of 
the building. 


Wilbur felt a fool sitting halfway out of his seat, seatbelt unbuckled, looking for a damn 
button to unlock the door when Schlatt opened his driver’s side door again and stared at his 
outstretched hand. Wilbur retreated. 


Schlatt just fixed him with a dark look, shoving the sunglasses into a holder without care. 
“Did you just fucking try to leave the damn car?” 


Wilbur didn’t say anything at first and Schlatt kept looking at him. A scoff. “Fuckin’—hey, 
Wilbur—fucking talking to you.” 


“Yes,” Wilbur snapped. “Because this situation is making me heavily uncomfortable.” 


“Then it’s doing its damn job,” Schlatt said and pulled the car back into traffic, drumming his 
fingers on the steering wheel. 


“T’m going to call—” Wilbur started, and Schlatt cut him off raising a finger. 


“Mommy? Daddy? The police?” He mocked. A harsh laugh. “Go ahead. Call the cops. Tell 
‘em you got in someone’s car and now you're being a cry baby.” Wilbur’s mouth closed with 
a hard snap, his teeth locking together in anger. Schlatt turned the radio down again. 
“Fucking hate pop.” He looked over at Wilbur. “Did a little search on you, Wilbur—your 
mom posts fucking minion posts about her son never contacting her and your dad’s dead. You 
wrote some sappy Facebook post when you graduated about it—you should private that shit.” 


“Got all that from my name tag?” Wilbur questioned. 
“Got it from your first and last name,” Schlatt said. 
“Why?” Wilbur questioned. 


Schlatt flashed him a grin. Wilbur glanced away from him and out the window, feeling a 
sinking and sick feeling rising in his gut. Whatever brand of fucked up Schlatt was, he wasn’t 
prepared for it. 


“You’re leggy. Good looking. Was going to go the flatterer route, but you were a bitch—-so I 
went the other way,” Schlatt said. He hummed, tapping his fingers in thought on the steering 
wheel. The freeway he’d chosen was in the opposite direction of Wilbur’s apartment, but he 
wasn’t sure Schlatt even knew where he lived—if he did, then that’d be far worse. This man 
was giving him all the wrong vibes. 


Wilbur processed the comment made about him. He was 24. He wasn’t dumb. He may have 
had a shit time completing assignments in college while unable to leave bed, staring at the 
ceiling—but he wasn’t dumb. “And what is it you’re doing? You’ve done this before, 
whatever it is.” 


“Now you’re using your noggin, babe,” Schlatt said. “Work’s fucking stressful and I don’t do 
relationships. Guess what I do—” 


“Kidnap random men—” 
“You fucking got in the car of your own damn will—” 
“Extortion—” 


“Wouldn’t been extortion if you were a pleasant person, Wilbur,” Schlatt said. “We’re going 
to have a civilized adult conversation now I took you out of your pissy little barista job. I 
know your type. Could see it in your eyes—” What was in his fucking eyes Quackity and 
now this man could see him as a doormat? “You’re a vagrant. No one gives a shit about you. 
You don’t give a shit about yourself. But lucky for you, Wilbur, baby—you’re also a good- 
looker and daddy, that’s me, has got fucking money.” 


Wilbur’s hand was tight around his messenger bag strap, fingers digging into it. This wasn’t a 
damsel situation. He didn’t have a support network. Mother was psycho. Father died. It was 
him, his debt and his own hands—nothing else would follow him from place to place. 

Wilbur also knew firsthand from one-year of food-service police were goddamn useless. 
Didn’t matter if a customer spit on you and called you slurs—you were expected to brush it 
off, flash a smile and go right back to working—police didn’t give a damn until property was 
damaged. 


And Wilbur didn’t have any notable property to damage. 
“And you want me to do what for that money?” Wilbur questioned. 


Schlatt rolled his eyes. He just curled his lips down, gave a jerk of his head as he looked at 
Wilbur and tapped the steering wheel. 


“Sexual favors—” Wilbur guessed. 


“The fucking Macarena—yes, sexual favors, Jesus. Are you slow, Wilbur?” Schlatt said. 
“Bitch as stunted as your mother, posting fucking minion memes—I could see how her son 
would be goddamn stunted too,” Schlatt said. Wilbur felt anger rise, but at this point—it 
seeped out with fear or churned in his chest. 


“No,” Wilbur said. ‘No’ on principle. On the matter of it. On this man was an asshole. “No, 
I’m not interested.” 


“They all say that at first,” Schlatt purred. A deep rumble of laughter in his chest as he 
surveyed Wilbur. “You’re not going to be worth more than a few hundred right now. What’s 
your experience in—women? Let me guess. Been with...two. One of those monogamous 
long-term types.” 


“One,” Wilbur said. “Four years.” 


A bark of laughter. Schlatt’s cackle rang in his ears. “Aw, that’s sweet—and she dumped you, 
didn’t she?” He took in Wilbur’s face, the look on his face and nodded. “Hm, yeah—you’ll 


need work. You get good, I'll give you more—” 


“No,” Wilbur said. “Just—let me out right here. I can get back to my apartment by myself,” 
Wilbur said. 


“Nah,” Schlatt said. He moved his hand from the steering wheel, to the center console to grab 
a drink of something with a plastic straw—an iced coffee bearing the place-Wilbur-worked- 
at’s logo. “Tell you what. I’m going to have to get that car-seat cleaned because you’re 
practically dripping with whatever mess is on you from your little barista job.” A slurp and 
groan. “Fuck, I can taste the tears in this. It’s great. Tell you what—see. Cleaning that car seat 
is gonna cost me about, few hundred—which means if you want out anywhere in this city— 
you'll owe me.” 


“Go to hell,” Wilbur said. 


“Suit yourself. Ill drop you off in the next town. I could have a couple hours to detour back 
to wherever the fuck you live, but you know—I think Ill head to my next meeting. I’m never 
early, but you know—just this once.” Schlatt said. He put the coffee down. He smacked his 
lips obnoxiously loud. 


“You told me to get in the car,” Wilbur said. 
“Next time make sure you’re not a mess,” Schlatt suggested. 
“There won’t be a next time.” 


“Hm,” Schlatt just sighed. He angled his rear-view mirror and eyed the signs ahead on the 
freeway. “There’s a parking garage from here—about five minutes away, fifteen-minute free 
parking. You suck me off for the fifteen—I’1l drive you home, baby, and even throw in 200 
bucks if you can make me cum.” 


“Find someone else,” Wilbur said. “Why the fuck do you ask someone at a shitty job—" 


“T always like picking ‘em up from places that reek of sadness,” Schlatt said with a laugh. 
“You have five minutes until the turn-off if you want to start putting those brain cells to use.” 


Wilbur’s nails were digging into his palm. He couldn’t afford to get a cab or Uber back to his 
apartment from the next town over. At this time of day? It’d be well above seventy dollars. 
Maybe with how bad traffic was, it could be reaching a hundred. 


But 200 dollars richer, for what—dignity? As awful and despicable and disgusting as this 
behavior was—Wilbur found a bitter part of him going—fuck it. Why not? 


“How do you decide when this arrangement ends? What happened to your past...flings?” 
Wilbur questioned. 


A laugh. A mocking, sardonic little laugh that Schlatt didn’t bother muffling. “Oh, sweetheart 
—you’re easy. Yeah, I don’t know. I don’t care what they do with their dumb little lives. One 

graduated Uni and worked at a strip club—think she was lesbian or some shit. Uh...think one 
got a job at like Google as a code-monkey. Let’s see...think one just moved the fuck out of 


this town, went back to his old one. I don’t know—tt isn’t a life-time commitment. Few 
months. I'll grow bored of you. I’ Il just tell you.” 


Wilbur hated that. “And what if I wanted to end it before you?” 


“Hasn’t happened yet,” Schlatt said. It could be a lie. The man said it without a hint of 
remorse, guilt or worry. “Bout two minutes if you’re trying to decide if you have the balls to 
say ‘yes, Schlatt.’” 


Wilbur looked out the window and chewed on the inside of his mouth. “Fine.” 
“What was that?” 


“Yes, Schlatt,’ Wilbur said, every bit of saccharine venom, sweet and full of poison dripping 
from his mouth. Schlatt’s only response for the second was to switch lanes, his turn signal the 
only sound besides the muffled pop coming from the radio. Once they were in the exit, he 
reached over and gripped Wilbur’s knee. 


“Told you you’d say yes, didn’t I, babe?” Wilbur didn’t say a word, gluing his eyes to the 
window. His teeth felt locked together, and his tongue thick. Schlatt dug his thumb into his 
leg. “Didn t 1?” 

“You were right,” Wilbur said. 


“Damn right I am,” Schaltt said. He squeezed Wilbur’s knee again before releasing it. 


Chapter 2 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


The parking garage was mostly empty, and true to his word, there was fifteen-minute free 
parking advertised on the sign outside. It didn’t bode well Schlatt knew exactly where a 
hardly busy parking garage would be at nearly 6 p.m. on a Monday. Whatever kind of man 
Schlatt was, Wilbur was sure it was only going to get worse. 


As Schlatt pulled to the second floor of it, the music pulsing on the radio took on an edge. It 
was digging at the migraine already pulsing through Wilbur’s head and he found himself 
filled with an anxious, terrified energy that worsened when the car parked. Schlatt turned off 
the engine and reached over and turned off the radio. “What was that? Katy Perry? I’m not 
getting my dick sucked to 2000s pop,” Schlatt muttered. 


Schlatt pushed his seat back with a grunt. "Well, Wilbur," a gesture to his crotch. "Have at it. 
Use teeth and you'll be paying to replace ‘em." 


Wilbur had never given a blow job in his life, but he swallowed the fear he had left and stored 
it for later, undid his seat belt and pushed the messenger bag to the floor. He leaned over into 
Schlatt's space. The claustrophobic quarters of the car, into the smell of the cologne and dry- 
cleaned wool. Schlatt was already hard, erection pressed against his suit trousers and Wilbur 
took a deep breath, the scent of the man’s sex wafting up. 


It was as easy as jacking off, right? A dick was a dick. He knew his own. That knowledge 
transferred, didn’t it? He felt the center console digging into his stomach and the straw of the 
iced coffee as he undid Schlatt's pants and steeling himself, pulled out the man's dick. 


His mind was screaming no, even as he told himself, c’mon. What’s a blow job? Just a simple 
action. He needed to get home, didn’t he? 


Wilbur spit in his hand and grasped Schlatt's cock and swept up the base to the head, running 
his finger over the slit at the top then south once more. It was odd doing it to someone else. 
He hesitated, the smell of a stranger's sex and the situation giving him a nauseous twitching 
in his stomach. He bent his head down, his mouth hovering over the erect penis twitching in 
his hand. 


Wilbur swallowed his apprehension and cautiously licked it. Then, fearing Schlatt's 
impatience wrapped his lips around his top teeth and his tongue over his bottom and took the 
dick into his mouth. 


The wet sound of sucking a dick echoed in his ears. The taste of salt, of sweat, his spit 
running over his lips, down past his chin and into his already messy shirt collar. He had a 
death grip on Schlatt’s thigh. At this point, if he didn’t he’d fear he might pass out of 
exhaustion and nerves shooting through him. Wilbur choked himself on the dick, pushing it 
further back in his throat and the horrible, horrible thing was—that part felt good. To feel his 


air cut out, to feel a pressure that felt like it could kill him against the back of his throat—it 
was amazing. Even as he gagged, even as his stomach twisted violently—Wilbur pressed into 
that more, feeling Schlatt’s groin brush up against his nose—the smell, the feeling—all 
revolting. Schlatt’s hand found his hair and he gripped him, letting out a strangled gasp. 


“Oh, that’s it—you’re a natural. A real whore, aren’t you, Wilbur?” Schlatt said 
appreciatively, his voice rough and raw. He jerked his hips up, pushing against Wilbur’s 
throat in a way that wrecked Wilbur, a way that brought tears to his eyes. Was the salt he 
tasted even pre-cum or was it just his own tears? The pressure against his throat felt for a 
moment like he was being choked and he chased it. After the awful day he suffered through 
—this was the only relief. A feeling of pain he could press himself into, a breathlessness. He 
was lightheaded, his tongue staticky. 


The hand buried in his hair tugged as Schlatt keened. A whine. One finger looped Wilbur’s 
hair around it. His fingers petting Wilbur more than gripping. Wilbur dragged his mouth back 
up, keeping an internal rhythm with the pounding in his head from the migraine. His pattern 
was cut off by Schlatt, who pressed his head down, his hips twitching up. 


Hot cum hit the back of his throat and Wilbur gagged, but didn’t bite. He closed his eyes 
tight, feeling spit thicken in his mouth and run down his chin. The hand in his hair didn’t let 
up until Wilbur was sucking in desperate breaths around the dick in his mouth, his jaw 
aching. 


Schlatt released his hair and Wilbur slid off. He swallowed. He had to keep his head down as 
he heaved in breaths. The taste in his mouth was unpleasant and he felt brought his coffee- 
stained t-shirt up and wiped at his chin and mouth. 


“You did good,” Schlatt said. He was dismissive. He adjusted himself and nudged Wilbur 
aside, opening the glove box. He pulled out a pack of wet wipes, wiped his hands off and 
then thoughtlessly, passed Wilbur his used one. Wilbur eyed it, but took it, wiping off his 
face. Wilbur didn’t look at Schlatt, wiping his face until he felt his skin sting. He could still 
feel the paths the spit trails took. Schlatt turned the radio on and scrolled through his phone’s 
playlist, before setting it to Bluetooth. “A promise is a promise. Tell me your address.” 


Wilbur did. He could hardly think. His mind felt foggy, and the day was really starting to feel 
like it had transcended common sense. It had become something other. Something worse. It 
was purgatory. Forever and forever dragging out. 


Schlatt typed it into his phone. He was one of those people. He didn’t mute his keyboard 
sound. It pattered and the GPS quietly over the music suggested a turn. That he did mute. 


“Unlock your phone and pass it to me,” Schlatt said, holding out his hand as he backed out of 
the parking space. He nearly skimmed another car. Wilbur felt numb. He’d had a surgery 
once. Going under felt something like this. The way before drifting off, you can feel the IV 
pumping saline and the Benadryl in him—he’d been given Benadryl, because he displayed 
too high of anxiety. They wanted him to relax. His heart rate needed to go down. There was a 
moment before he went under he felt numb and floating, the strong smell of chemicals 
wafting under his nose as the gurney shook. A hand slapped his stomach. “Your phone?” 
Schlatt said. 


He reached into his pocket, pressed his finger over the finger-print-reader, then passed it to 
Schlatt. Wilbur watched what he was doing with a detached interest as Schlatt thumbed 
through his apps, then added himself to Wilbur’s contact list and Snap. He perused Wilbur’s 
other apps, opening them carelessly before Schlatt’s phone went off. He glanced at his own 
phone as he pulled into traffic. A snort and a small frown flitted across Schlatt’s face. 


He glanced at Wilbur’s phone, uninterested, then passed it back. “I gave you my Snap and 
number. Don’t text me. It’s not cute. /’// text you. Keep your location on,” Schlatt said. 


Wilbur wanted to bite out he set his phone to airplane mode to save data, but he didn’t. Let 
Schlatt find that out himself. He pocketed his phone, the cold numbness seeping out through 
his fingers as he gripped the used wipe tightly. He shifted the messenger bag near his feet, 
pulling it up. 


He recognized the freeways. They were heading back to his apartment. That was, at least, 
true. “Nice to know you’re one to shut up after having a dick in your mouth,” Schlatt cut into 
his brooding. 


“T think I’ve decided you’re the reason I’m going to end it all,’ Wilbur said. 


“Good for you. If you do, message me before you do it, I don’t want to waste my time,” 
Schlatt said with a yawn. He switched to a louder song on his playlist. Wilbur side eyed him. 
There was nothing moral about this man. “If you’re killing yourself, I’m not giving you 200 
dollars,” Schlatt threatened. 


“T made you come, didn’t I?” Wilbur said. 


“Yeah, but then I’m not making an investment,” Schlatt said. He glanced at his phone, then to 
the street. They were approaching a red light. He slowed. When it was clear the light wasn’t 
changing soon he looked at Wilbur, eyes narrowing. “Hey,” he said. When Wilbur didn’t look 
at him he snapped his fingers under Wilbur’s face. “Hey.” Wilbur looked at him. “I'll give 
you an extra fifty. Buy something nice with it. Get drunk. Get high. If you’re saintly about 
that, then go buy ice cream and some dead-dog movie,” Schlatt said. “But you’re not killing 
yourself.” 


Wilbur snorted. The offer was tempting. “That’s supposed to convince me?” Wilbur 
questioned. 


“T can do worse,” Schlatt said. A smirk. “Want involuntary commitment? I got a few guys I 
know in the police force who’ll even be nice about it. Might only forget about you in the 
cruiser for a few hours. Yanno, they really oughta stop using zip ties. There was this one bitch 
I knew who got arrested for some drunken disorderly shit. Think she had permanent bruises 
from those things. Sprained her wrist. That was a good time in Uni.” 


“Why the fuck are you threatening me with that?” Wilbur questioned. 


He knew the horror stories of intake. His own experience was giving up on the questionnaire 
and leaving the lobby of the hospital, any plans for help thrown out the longer he dwelled on 
the questions. There was something hopeless about it. Are you actively wanting to harm 


yourself? Are you actively wanting to harm someone else? Do you have a plan? The mutter 
of the nurse at the entrance who handed it to him, telling him their psychologist was off duty. 
“The ward is full. If you do think you’re a danger to yourself you'll have to be transferred. 
Could be 10-12 hours.”’ Wilbur didn’t want anywhere near a hospital again. 


“T like getting off on it,” Schlatt said, honest. A dark smile. Wilbur considered it. It’s not like 
he had a plan. 


“T’ll take the fifty bucks,” Wilbur said, reluctant. He turned his head back to the traffic 
outside. 


“We can be agreeable, Wilbur,” Schlatt said. He glanced at the GPS. “God, I hate the traffic 
on fifth,” the businessman whined, tapped his fingers harshly against his steering wheel. 


A sigh. Wilbur stared morosely out the window. His mouth tasted bitter. His eyes stung with 
the tears that had welled in his eyes when he was gagging. The air smelt of sex and bitter 
coffee and sugary syrups still plastered over him. 


They drew closer to Wilbur’s apartment block stretch and he eyed the street, a feeling of 
relief and dismay spreading through him. This was the beginning of hell, was it not? Schlatt 
was fixing the place with a clinical eye, taking in the address—the place. He parked his car in 
a no-parking area and stalled it, pulling up his parking brake. He smiled. Wilbur didn’t return 
it, staring at the lock still down on the door. 


“Come on, baby—give me a few to count out your money,” Schlatt cooed. Wilbur had slid 
his messenger bag strap over his head even in the tight confines of the car. He watched 
Schlatt pull out of his pants a money clip where he smoothly pulled a hundred, four twenties, 
and six tens—passing them over to Wilbur. “There. We can switch to something electronic 
later. Cash is pretty gross,” Schlatt assured him. Wilbur took the cash, shoving it into his 
pockets. He pulled on the car handle. It hadn’t been unlocked. “Manners, Wilbur.” 


“Unlock the door,” Wilbur said. And in afterthought added, “Please.” 


“Don’t be ungrateful,” Schlatt said. He reached over and gripped Wilbur’s wrist, his thumb 
digging into the pulse. He pulled Wilbur’s hand off the door handle. Wilbur looked at Schlatt, 
loathing and hatred swelling up in him. 


“Thank-you, truly, for everything you’ve done,” Wilbur said. His words were a toxin, 
corrosive and bubbling, but Schlatt just smiled back, demure and sweet. He released Wilbur’s 
wrist. 


“T’ll be seeing you, Wilbur,” Schlatt promised as Wilbur exited out onto the busy sidewalk. 


The car peeled off and he was left standing there, used wet wipe still tight in his fist and his 
messenger bag weighing him down. The money felt heavy in his pocket. 


Wilbur dropped the messenger back once he was through the door, letting it clunk against the 
wall and slide down and went straight to his bathroom. Without any thought, he dropped his 
hands to the sink and turned on the water. For a moment, he let it run--the sound focusing 
him on where he was. He gripped the edge of the sink, sagging against it. A deep shaky 
breath. Wilbur scooped the water in his hands. He rinsed his mouth, spitting it back into the 
sink and repeated. He used hand-soap without thought to wash his chin and lips, then as 
something pressed him on, ran his soapy fingers over his tongue. Another rinse of soapy 
water through his mouth. Mouthwash. 


The compulsive behaviors subsided only when he heard the strain of the shitty sink from 
having been on longer than a minute. He turned it off, water dripping off his chin and onto his 
coffee-stained shirt. 


He looked no worse than normal. Exhaustion was etched into his bones and it showed, but it 
wasn't anything new. Wilbur scratched at the side of his jaw, staring at his face with a 
renewed interest. What was there in his eyes that screamed "screw me over?" Brown eyes 
reflected back nothing new, nothing interesting. His pupils were dilated, and he was lost on 
them. The faint dripping of the sink pulled him out. 


He fixed the knob, pushing it further off. Wilbur wiped his hands on a towel and stripped out 
of his clothes. He took a shower, as always having to bend to wash his hair. The misfortune 
of these shoddy showers built for those under six feet. It didn’t make him feel cleaner. 


Tonight, called for the half empty bottle of vodka buried in the cabinet. With a long, sigh into 
the water he heard the door open to the apartment with a creak. Quackity. 


"Hola? You home, Wilbur?" 


Wilbur exited the shower, slipping into boxers and a t-shirt. For a moment Quackity caught 
the sight of his bare chest as he slid the t-shirt on. "Did not want to see that, ugly." 


"Fucker," Wilbur said semi-affectionately. He ran a hand through his wet hair. "Where were 
you? Work?” 


"Mhm,” Quackity murmured, stopping to pet his rabid animal of a cat. Beast met Quackity at 
the door, happily headbutting him before it immediately chewed on his shoelaces as he 
kicked off his shoes. 


"Where do you work?" 


"Campus. Office aid," Quackity supplied. Wilbur fixed him with a surprised look and 
Quackity rolled his eyes. "I'm a first-generation work-study student? You think I'm working 
off campus?" 


"You're able to work in an office setting?" 


"I'm great," Quackity said. He shrugged. "The dude who showed me around got me the job. 
Told the interviewer I was a people person. Decent enough. I do my homework on shift half 
the time." Quackity leaned on the back of the couch, watching Wilbur stoop to pull out the 


vodka. He raised his eyebrows. "What're we celebrating?" Wilbur glanced at him where 
Quackity was leaning, eyes on him as he straightened, holding the bottle in hand. 


"How shit of a day I had," Wilbur said. He pulled down shot glasses and poured himself and 
—thinking it’d be a bad hospitality to do other—Quackity a glass. He downed his quickly 
and poured himself another before Quackity even made it over to him. 


"Christ," Quackity hissed. He took his own shot glass and considered it. "This is the cheap 
shit, ain't it?" He knocked his back, leaning against the kitchenette counter thoughtfully. They 
were silent, Beast hacking on the shoelace filling the void. 


"Mhm," Wilbur said, ignoring the burn as he pressed the glass to his mouth again. Quackity 
watched him swallow, pressing his empty glass to his lips. He considered Wilbur, eyes 
tracing his motions. 


"Want to talk about it?" Quackity ventured. He scooted over to press against Wilbur. 


"Not particularly," Wilbur said. He poured a third shot and Quackity eyed the bottle as he set 
it down. 


"You're going quick," Quackity muttered, toying with his empty glass. Wilbur was. It felt like 
burning relief on his empty stomach to get buzzed straight out the gate. His mind was reeling, 
and this was helping. 


"That kind of day," Wilbur said. 


Beast came springing out of the living room, batting at a crumpled piece of receipt paper and 
Wilbur found himself laughing hysterically at the cat, pressing the bottle to the counter. 
Quackity moved it quickly before he knocked it over. They watched the cat slam into a 
cabinet, look dazed, then take off across the apartment at the speed of light. 


"Want to watch a bad rip of Die Hard in Spanish?" Quackity said, grabbing Wilbur's arm. He 
directed Wilbur to the couch who was still laughing hysterically, bordering on crying. 
Quackity pulled his laptop out of his backpack. "You can take a shot whenever you can tell 
what's going on." 


"I don't think I’ll be getting more shots done; I don’t know much Spanish," Wilbur said, 
snagging the bottle as he was dragged from the kitchen. 


They ended up eating cold pizza on the couch, Quackity's laptop propped between them. The 
bottle of vodka was nearly empty, and Wilbur's eyes were glued to the currently inverted- 
color scene in Die Hard. It was a bad rip of the movie; graphical errors abound. The badly 
dubbed Spanish only added to the confusion. The screen would flicker with colors and ripple, 
but somehow it only added to the charm. 


"I like to imagine it's a telenovela about a man falling in love with a very confused mall 
Santa," Quackity said, as the colors stuck to cyan and magenta. 


"Mall Santa? Gruber?" 


"McClane," Quackity said, snorting. Wilbur hadn't remembered any plot points to Die Hard 
and Quackity had used that to get himself a few more shots drunk before Wilbur just declared 
the rest his. Trust Quackity was using this as a secret heist of his alcohol. 


"I think I'd like to be shot at," Wilbur said, swirling the abysmal last of his fifth shot. "Might 
make me feel alive." He saw Quackity shake his head. He shifted his legs under him, pushing 
the empty plate onto the ground with his foot. It clattered there. 


"I've been shot at. It’s not that exciting," Quackity said. Wilbur side eyed him. "My first 
boyfriend's dad was a pastor." 


"A pastor had a gun?" Wilbur questioned. 


"Several," Quackity crowed. He bumped Wilbur's leg with his. "But I'm a modern-day 
Romeo. I was out of his bedroom window and into the bushes--I'm like, pretty sure I should 
get a reward for the acrobatic stunt I pulled." He spins his empty glass in his hand. The movie 
continued between them. Drunken story time, was it? Wilbur sighed. He wracked his brain 
for a story. With open hands, he gesticulated as he found one. 


"I think the most danger I've been in was when I tried to grab the two-year anniversary ring I 
was gifting my ex back from where I dropped it off a pier--I fell in and couldn't get back onto 
the dock. The waters were too rough. I had to swim to shore half a mile away," Wilbur said, 
in thought. He tilted his head back, staring at the rickety ceiling fan overhead. "She told 
everyone for months how much of a dumbass I was, but she loved it." 


He caught Quackity’s look out of the corner of his eye. A small sad smile. He set down his 
shot glass on the coffee table, his hair falling his eyes as he leaned forward to reach it. 
Quackity pushed it back as he settled back into the couch. 


"She must have been a lucky gal," Quackity said. "I think the most romantic thing someone 
did for me was dinner and Netflix." 


Wilbur squeezed his knee. The simple action felt too heavy. The room was strangely much 
warmer and he shifted further away on the couch, drawing back into the comfort of solitude. 
His heart twanged loudly in his chest. It sounded like the wrong chord on an untuned guitar. 
He sucked in a breath. 


"You're young, Quackity. Give it time," Wilbur advised. 
“Yeah?” Quackity snorted. “Okay, gramps.” 


Wilbur laughed—his laugh cutting off in his throat as he was jump scared by Beast springing 
up over the back of the couch and onto the laptop, sending Die Hard into another flurry of 
colors. “Fuck’s sake!” 


“Beast! No!” The cat scrambled off the laptop, over Quackity’s shoulder and off into the dark 
comers of the apartment that’d grown moody with only the light from the laptop and kitchen. 
It was late. Wilbur yawned. 


“T’ve got to get to sleep, I’ve got plenty of Instagram mothers coming in for their fix of 
caffeine to deal with tomorrow,” Wilbur said, pressing his hand over his mouth. 


“T’m staying up some more,” Quackity said, pausing the movie on his laptop. It had been 
near its end, but he maneuvered to another tab. He checked the battery, then reached into his 
backpack, pulling out the charger. Wilbur watched him and felt a strange warmth again. For 
someone he just met, it felt like Quackity was someone he could have known for years. 


But Wilbur refused to let anyone else in. It hadn’t worked well for him yet, and he turned his 
head. It suited him better to be on his own. 


His bed felt like a coffin as he lay in it, drawing a blanket over himself and staring up at the 
popcorn ceiling. There was an old stain from an apartment above off to the left. A spiderweb 
that sometimes had a spider near the foot of his bed. A hole from something that once hung 
on the ceiling, now gone. His eyes traced these familiar sights, and he felt his breathing dip, 
but he couldn’t sleep. 


The day played back behind his open eyes, images melting onto the ceiling from wherever 
memory banks they came from. Some were especially unwelcome and brought guilt to his 
chest. Shame. Tommy dragging a hand across his eyes, when he’d clearly been upset. The 
start of Wilbur’s name on his mouth and then Wilbur leaving the storage room—feeling the 
teen staring at him. He wasn’t Tommy’s friend, and the teen should know better. But shame 
was eating at him. There was the image of Puffy part way through the rush smiling at him, 
offering to take the heavy box from him and he shook his head. The way her smile fell. 
People want to be close to you, Wilbur. But he couldn’t. Then there was the dark smile of 
Schlatt, and Wilbur rolled over onto his side, letting the images on the ceiling dissipate. 


He stared instead at the wall. An old poster of a band he liked. The figure on it took on a 
sinister look and he felt as he shifted, as the pillow pressed into his throat at exactly the 
wrong angle at that moment, his mind go right back to the car. His hand went to his stomach 
where the console had dug in. His mouth tasted of salt for a moment. Wilbur swallowed. He 
sat up. 


He found his dirty pants still in the bathroom and pulled out the money. It’d be best if he put 
it in his wallet, wouldn’t it? Quackity glanced his way from where he was on his laptop, 
fingers darting across keys. “Wilbur?” 


“Forgot to grab my clothes,” Wilbur said, gathering up his messy shirt and pants as he held 
the dirty money in his hand. He deposited them in the laundry hamper outside his bedroom. 


The faint sound of the fan and Quackity’s hands on his keyboard. Wilbur slunk into his 
bedroom again, closing the door. The money was shoved into his drawer, under his socks. His 
wallet was still in his messenger bag near the door, and he couldn’t bring himself to want to 
put it there. 


He lay back in his coffin, and the blanket was the grave dirt piling over him. Wilbur threw his 
arm over his eyes, hoping the images would stop rising to the surface long enough for sleep 
to take him. 


Sleep came. But he couldn’t stay within its hold. Instead, he broke from it several times and 
at one point, threw open the bedroom door and collapsed to the floor of the bathroom, barely 
reaching the toilet before he threw up. He heard Quackity wake from where he slept on the 
couch. When he asked, Wilbur told him it was just the alcohol. 


He was fine. 


Several days passed before the devil came a knocking. 


During that time, Wilbur kept himself locked in a cage. Ignore the child. Ignore the 
roommate. Ignore anyone. It was him. Just him. 


Unfortunately, the child was something hard to ignore sometimes. “Tommy, shut up—” 
Wilbur muttered as he blended some concoction. He glanced over where Tommy was talking 
loudly to whoever was at the counter and saw the teenager freeze and sigh. He bid them 
goodbye and they left, cookie and iced something or other in hand. 


“Sorry, it was my classmate,” Tommy said. 


“You can just text them later, Tommy—we have too much to do,” Wilbur snapped. He poured 
out the drink and frosted it with its whip-cream and syrup, handing it out with only a hardly 
attempted read at the name. Tommy sighed at the register. 


“T can’t though. Not allowed,” Tommy muttered. 
“What was that?” Wilbur questioned. He cleaned out the blender. 


Tommy turned, only giving a glance to make sure no other customer was approaching 
register before he settled against the counter, rubbing his arm. “My parents go through my 
phone and have like a spy app. I can’t talk to people they don’t approve of.” 


“What? Is that short kid a drug dealer?” Wilbur questioned. 


“No, just...yanno. My parents aren’t super accepting of some people,” Tommy said, rubbing 
his arm harder. He sighed as the door swung open and turned back to the counter. He took 
their order, eyes downcast. Wilbur felt like a shit human being then. He paused. Just let it go, 
Wilbur, not your place. 


But he didn’t. He finished another drink and then sidled up beside Tommy. “Alright, what’s 
the deal with your parents?” Tommy looked down at his phone, shrugged, but then after a 
moment he clearly wanted to speak on it. He let out a long, loud sigh. 


“T don’t know. They’ve been really controlling ever since I got old and mature,” Tommy said. 
Wilbur muffled the disbelieving laugh in his mouth. “I can’t ever seem to get them to lessen 
up. Lately, it’s been worse because I’m doing bad on my summer classes,” Tommy said. 


“When do you have time for summer classes?” Wilbur questioned. 


“Wednesdays and Fridays,” Tommy answered. Wilbur was pretty sure those were Tommy’s 
two days off. He felt a pang of hurt on behalf of the kid; it didn’t seem right, but he 
swallowed down those words, because if he said them—he couldn’t imagine Tommy would 
ever shut up again. 


“Busy,” Wilbur commented instead. Tommy nodded, forlorn. 


“They said if I don’t get my summer grades up, I have to walk home,” Tommy muttered. 
They were interrupted as a customer came in and Wilbur found himself wanting to know— 
did Tommy even live nearby? If not, it seemed like a cruel thing to do. Tommy was sixteen, 
but he was also by all means a child. He could presumably walk home if it wasn’t far, but it 
seemed a bit much. 


The order was long, and the customer was indecisive. By the time the order finished up, 
plenty more customers came in and they couldn’t continue the conversation. When the next 
break in customers arrived, it was far too close to the end of their shift. Wilbur focused on 
cleaning, watching Tommy fiddle with his phone at the counter. He was keeping an eye on 
Tommy more out of practice—Tommy had gotten written-up before too, for ignoring a 
customer while staring at his phone—when he spotted the devil. 


Fuckin’ hell. Wilbur eyed the clock. An hour and a half before his shift ended. Half an hour 
before the evening barista came in. Without even thinking, he nudged Tommy away from 
register. “I'll take it. Go finish stocking.” 


“T don’t want to stock,” Tommy complained. Wilbur nudged him again and he hissed out a 
breath but left the counter. 


“This guy’s a dick,” Wilbur said in liege of explanation, as Schlatt reached the door, swinging 
it open. Tommy did exactly as he expected Tommy to do—walk one foot inside the 
storeroom, then watch, eyes on what he was sure was going to be another ‘Wilbur gets 
written up’ interaction. Whatever sympathy he was having for the kid was going to end up 
evaporating. 


Schlatt reached the counter with a large grin. “Wilbur,” he said. 
“What can I get for you?” Wilbur asked, gripping the counter tightly out of sight. 


“Yeah, yanno—two things,” Schlatt said with a hum. “How about iced latte, hazelnut, 
medium—and uh, to check your fucking phone.” 


“Tt’s on airplane mode,” Wilbur said. Schlatt raised an eyebrow. 
“Ts this a fucking airplane?” Schlatt questioned. 
“It saves the battery,” Wilbur explained. “Anything besides the iced latte—” 


“What I just said. Check your fucking phone,” Schlatt said and he waited expectantly. Wilbur 
pulled out his phone, tapped off the airplane mode, then stared. He read the message. It was 
surprisingly not what he thought it’d be—the asshole had just wanted Wilbur to make the 


coffee before he’d even entered the store. That was it. That was the entire message. Part of 
him was relieved. He’d thought for a second... 


“Really?” Wilbur asked. The universe. A god. Schlatt. 


“Yes, really, ’'m a busy man and I’m getting special treatment, Wilbur,” Schlatt said, rolling 
his eyes. “If you take longer than a few minutes I’m going to actually be really upset, Wilbur. 
I might cry. I’ve had a hard day,” Schlatt said, throwing down his card as Wilbur rang him up. 


Wilbur made the coffee, quietly fuming. Tommy gave him a questioning look from the 
doorway that begged for details. Wilbur shot a pointed glance towards the empty trays that 
needed prepped. Tommy made a show of throwing napkins down on the trays, staring at 
Wilbur. 


When he returned to Schlatt with the coffee, he tossed something else on the counter. A hotel 
keycard. 


“Tomorrow,” Schlatt said. 
“I’m off tomorrow,” Wilbur said. 


Schlatt fixed him with a look. It said very clearly, ‘does it look like I care?’ Wilbur eyed the 
card. “I'll text you. Wear something cute,” Schlatt said sarcastically, and took a sip of the 
coffee, grimaced and added, “next time don’t use the shit you brewed four hours ago.” He 
waited, straw in his mouth for Wilbur to take the card. 


Wilbur did, sliding it into his back pocket and Schlatt smiled. “Smile, Wilbur. It’s near the 
end of your shift,” Schlatt said, waltzing back out the door. Wilbur stood there, breathing 
heavier. The moment the door was closed Tommy was at the counter again. 


“Who?” Tommy immediately asked. “What was that about? He handed you something. He’s 
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“Tommy, shut up,” Wilbur snapped. He massaged his temples and elbowed past Tommy to 
continue the job the teenager hadn’t done much of. “It’s none of your business.” 


Tommy stared at him. He backed down, sinking against the counter but after a moment he 
asked, “Are you okay, Wilbur? You seem upset—” 


“Tommy, play on your phone, do whatever, but—” Wilbur made a motion with his hand of a 
mouth closing. “Okay?” Tommy frowned. He didn’t speak up again, and Wilbur took a 
moment to steady himself in the storage room, pressing his head against the cool door of the 
fridge. It was fine. It was all under control. 


The hotel card was burning in his back pocket. 


Wilbur pulled out his phone and reread the message from Schlatt. “im stopping by. I want 
medium hazelnut iced latte.” That was it. Just that. Wilbur closed his eyes. Trepidation. He 
shoved his phone back into his pocket and just focused on getting through the shift. 


Tommy waved goodbye to him when they left. Wilbur just nodded. That teenager needed to 
make friends with kids his own age. Wilbur had better things to do. A nasty voice pointed out 
it seems Tommy didn’t have a chance to make friends with other kids. Be nice to the child. 
He had his own problems to deal with—he didn’t need anyone else’s. 


Chapter End Notes 


if only work was not a cesspool. when what happens at irl work is darker than what 
happens in this fic, sometimes ya just gotta not write ur main fics 


also mcc/wilbur soot stream my beloved :) quackiteeeee qwackiteeeeeeece~ 


Chapter 3 


Chapter Notes 


keycard activated elevators is still just the biggest 'oh my god, im broke' moment i had 
working somewhere. 


Wilbur broiled slowly. The blood in his veins was reaching a new heat. His phone lay beside 
him where he was cooking alive. Normally on his days off he’d sit on his laptop trying to 
better himself. There was his resume. The file opened for around four months now. There 
was a cover letter file. There were multiple cover letter files. None finished. 


Bookmarked job listings. For when he finished Uni. An email he never checked. Wilbur 
pressed the back of his hand to his mouth to feel his breath ghost across his fingers. 


He couldn’t get out of bed. He knew he should. At first, he had. He’d dressed in jeans and a t- 
shirt, then feeling bare, put on another shirt over it, a flannel he left open. But he was feeling 
naked. All he could imagine was eyes on him, undressing him and suddenly even laying 
down, throwing a cover over him didn’t make him feel modest. He felt on display, even 
alone. 


Go on, Wilbur. Get up. Get groceries, get what you can afford. But did he have to? Most of 
his bills were automatic. They’d take his money without him moving. His body was already 
wasting away, wasn’t it? The hotel keycard sat with his wallet. 


Schlatt hadn’t specified a time. 
Maybe he imagined Wilbur had nothing better to do. 


He didn’t now. Not with it looming over his head, like the executioner’s axe in the morning 
sunlight, cold and strangely glittery. Wilbur dragged his finger across his lips. He glanced at 
his phone. The dark, cold screen showed him nothing. 


A knock on his door. “Hey, Wil—I’m about to leave for work and just wanted to see if you’re 
okay?” Quackity asked, muffled from the other side of the door. 


Wilbur stared at the ceiling. “I’m just relaxing, Quackity,” Wilbur called back. His voice felt 
wrong even to his fingers. It felt harsher. He fixed the ceiling with dazed, unfocused eyes. 
“Watching Netflix.” 


“Oh, okay, Wilbur. See you,” Quackity called out. The front door opened and closed. Wilbur 
sighed, letting the air whistle between his fingers where they pressed to his lips in 
afterthought. A scratching sound. At first, unnoticeable—then insistent. 


“Mew,” meowed Beast. 


Wilbur glanced to his door. The scratching persisted, then a determined digging at the carpet. 
With a huff he got up. “Knock that off.” 


Beast was not scared off until he opened the door. The cat darted away, slipping under a table, 
and hiding. Beast watched him wide eyes, the cat’s innocence and simultaneous mischief 
sparkling inside. Wilbur stared at it. “You made me get up to what, mock me?” Wilbur 
questioned the cat. 


Beast wiggled, then darted forward past Wilbur and into his room, barreling under the bed 
where the cat went silent. It’d just wanted in his room. Dumb cat. Wilbur stared after it. His 
phone screen lit up on his bed and Wilbur walked back to it and checked. 


“Be there in fifteen.” 


Wilbur stared at the message. The time was now. Another message. 
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“Hope you look sexy, handsome.’ 
Another. 
“You been thinking about my fucking juicy cock?” 


Someone was evidently already horny. Wilbur didn’t respond to the message. He let five 
minutes pass, sitting on the edge of the bed. Beast had tried chewing on his socked foot, but 
Wilbur nudged the cat away. It began chewing on something under his bed. His stomach 
twisted into knots and bundles. Another text. 


“T expect you to text back when I’m being all cute, Wilbur. This arrangement takes effort or 
you re not getting paid.” 


Wilbur wanted to call it off. There was no money in the world—but there was. There was and 
he swallowed the feeling. 


“T think I’m going to end up disappointing you.”’ 


Hardly the sexy comeback Schlatt was looking for, Wilbur thought. But it was the truth. A 
bitter part of him was like, “God, if I had a dad still I bet he’d be disappointed in me, but I 
can’t do that, so I'll just disappoint a man who treats me like shit.” 


Another text. Did Schlatt text and drive? Apparently. “7 wanna ram my dick up your fucking 
hole and make those beautiful sad eyes of your well with tears, you stupid bitch.” A break in 
the message. “You like being talked down to, Wilbur, because you sure as hell suck with being 
talked up to.” 


Wilbur snorted. “Zalk to me however. Not my decision.” It wasn’t even meant to appease 
Schlatt, but it did. 


“:) Glad you recognize who 8 in charge. Work on your sexting.”’ 


What? Wilbur shoved his phone in his pocket and slid on his shoes. Beast watched him from 
under the bed, eyes peeled on his shoelaces as he fixed them, retying the knots. He pocketed 
his wallet, sliding they keycard in separate from it, and grabbed his keys. Beast watched him 
as he left, eyes peeking out from his bedroom door. 


He checked his phone again in the lobby. 

Two messages. 

“Wilbur, I dont appreciate the attitude you’re giving me.”’ Break. “I’m out front.” 
Attitude? He hadn’t even said anything. 


Schlatt was indeed out front. The glitzy car had its windows rolled down, music thumping 
from its speakers uncomfortably loud. He’d pulled into the drive area roughly by the look of 
it. Wilbur steeled himself, and as effortless as opening the door to his work, glided into the 
car. The anxiety kicked back in when he saw Schlatt sitting with his shirt partway 
unbuttoned, sunglasses on his face, and a red slushy he was sipping from. 


It also had alcohol in it. The smell was evident. 
“Are you drinking and driving?” Wilbur questioned. 


“Yeah? And? So, kill me, I like to be buzzed,” Schlatt said. He took in Wilbur’s outfit. 
“What? Is this what you wear to—what is your type—dungeons and dragons? Nerd games? 
Book club?” His lip curled up at his own joke as he took another swig of his slushy. 


“T’ve worn this to the club,” Wilbur said. When he’d been younger, less burdened—he had 
gone to clubs. He had been a bit more outgoing. 


“No wonder you were monogamous. You were not getting laid in that,” Schlatt drawled. He 
didn’t wait for Wilbur to buckle his seatbelt as he shifted out of park and pulled out. The 
music made conversation nearly impossible, but rather than turn it down, Schlatt just talked 
over it. “You don’t have anything sexier?” 


The music and Schlatt’s voice were far too loud. Wilbur took the middle path. “What you do 
you find sexy, Schlatt?” Wilbur questioned. 


Schlatt hummed. “Thigh-high socks or boots, short-shorts, something tighter, tight jeans— 
I’m areal ass man, Wilbur.” 


That, you are. An ass. Wilbur smiled at his small joke and said, “Best I have is jeans.” 


“God, let me picture your wardrobe. Layers. Button-ups. Jeans. Sweaters. Long-sleeves,” 
Schlatt said. A snort. He tapped his steering wheel. “Next time wear something at least... 
fun,” Schlatt said. He wavered a hand, glancing at Wilbur. “But yanno. Layers could grow on 
me. You good at stripping out of ‘em?” 


“Not something I’ve ever been complimented on before,” Wilbur said tersely. 


“Jesus, be any dryer and nothing’s getting in you,” Schlatt muttered. Wilbur snorted, the dirty 
humor got to him even if it came from Schlatt. 


“T’m not good with people,” Wilbur said. “Especially not on my days off.” He uneasily 
shifted his legs in the car. At least one good thing was Schlatt was tall and his car had good 
leg room. It’d obviously been a priority. 


“Yeah?” Schlatt mused. He slurped from the slushy, the straw resting between his lips for a 
moment, a smear of red running down his chin, “You’re lying.” Schlatt put his drink down. 
“You used to be, didn’t you?” 


It was set out of left field, Wilbur could only pause, feeling his breath catch. He turned his 
head towards Schlatt to really /ook at him, but the older man’s face gave nothing away. He 
met Wilbur’s gaze for a moment, a small smirk on the corner of his mouth. Another beat, 
Schlatt’s hand went to the radio and he changed the station. He muttered something as he did, 
something that was obscured by the music. 


“What?” Wilbur finally asked as the music’s slow intro was at least quiet enough to his hear 
his heart in his ears. 


“T was only speculating, relax,” Schlatt murmured. “You get all hot and bothered over people 
knowing you, eh?” The car was silent for a moment other than the music and Wilbur glued 
his eyes to the window. 


Then, he shook his head absently, clearing his thoughts. “I think I just—I hadn’t realized that 
wasn’t true about myself either,” Wilbur said. It was such a dumb thing to admit to a man he 
really wasn’t sure he tolerated, much more liked. Before her, before they broke up—yes, he 
had been far more open, far more talkative. He’d always been a social person, but 
somewhere, something in him closed off. 


“Youre too pretty to be an introvert,” Schlatt helpfully added, but based on the layer of 
sarcasm to it, Wilbur took it as more of a mockery. They pulled up outside a hotel that looked 
far too pristine for his liking. He hadn’t really looked at the keycard or even thought to 
Google the place, so to see it was something in a slightly higher price range unnerved him. 


“You still have the keycard on you?” Schlatt asked as he stalled the car, pulling up the 
parking brake in a drive. A valet loitered expectantly, but with a poised patience nearby. 


“Yes,” Wilbur said, patting his pocket. A thought, “You have one yourself though, right?” 


Schlatt shot him a look like he was stupid. “Well, duh,” Schlatt said. He reached in the 
narrow area behind the seats, pulling out a brief case and a bag. “Carry that for me, will you,’ 
he said, tossing the bag in Wilbur’s lap. It was a small travel bag. “Don’t jostle it. I have 
everything exactly the way I like it and if it’s all fucked up, I’m going to be really unhappy,” 
Schlatt advised. He kept his brief case on him, adjusting his tie as he opened the door. With a 
small thought, Schlatt grabbed the slushy cup, taking one last drink off of it. 
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Wilbur followed him. Schlatt walked with a confidence and passed his keys to the valet who 
hardly looked at either of them. His pace wasn’t slow, but a steady speed walk that didn’t 


speak of nerves or embarrassment, but Wilbur was pretty sure Schlatt was buzzing with some 
other energy. He tossed the mostly empty slushy cup in a trash can in the lobby. The straw 
fell from the cup before it hit the trash can and hit the pristine, red rug, laying with the gold 
embroidery and leaking red onto the threads. 


Wilbur eyed the straw, but didn’t pick it up. If he did he’d lose Schlatt’s pace as he set off 
past a few people in the lobby. The hotel smelt not of chlorine and bleach, but something 
fragrant and flowery. A security guard hardly looked to either of them, instead his eyes 
passing over them as they made it to the elevator. 


It was a strange world to enter into. It didn’t scream opulence, but it had just enough money 
in the corners that Wilbur was uncomfortable. He held the bag’s handle, letting it gently rest 
against his thigh as he carried it. He wasn’t going to kiss Schlatt’s loafers and carry the bag 
like it was something precious, but he wasn’t being purposely careless. 


Schlatt hardly checked to see if Wilbur was behind him, only giving him a onceover as he hit 
the button for the elevator. Unprompted, “you should see this place later in the night,” Schlatt 
muttered. “Drunk socialites. That security guard over there doesn’t care about businessmen— 
there’s like pissy drunk toddlers that stay here, what are they like—nineteen at most?” 


Wilbur eyed the security guard who true to Schlatt’s word, had his eyes trained on the door, 
but even Wilbur could tell the man wasn’t really looking. “This is his break time. Lot of 
bimbos come out in about an hour. Some of ‘em so drunk they’re fucking pissing 
themselves,” Schlatt said. The elevator dinged and when Wilbur didn’t move immediately, 
eying the security guard’s unfocused gaze, Schlatt gripped his arm and pulled him after him. 


“Can’t blame him for not caring now then,” Wilbur said. 


Schlatt released his arm when they were in the elevator. They were alone. While the elevator 
had buttons, their lights were dim, and the doors didn’t immediately close. Was the elevator 
broke? Schlatt pulled his keycard crisply from his wallet and tapped it to a scanner beneath 
the buttons. Ah. Security. The buttons lit up and the door slid closed. Schlatt tapped on the 
five, leaning his head back against the wall. He took Wilbur in, grinning. 


“That security’s guard a real peach. I barely have to tip him anything to keep his mouth shut,” 
Schlatt said, absently reaching up and trailing a finger over Wilbur’s throat, his thumb 
brushing Wilbur’s chin. He drew his hand away, eyes going to the numbers flicking up. 
“People like me aren’t who he cares about.” 


Wilbur kept his free hand in his pocket to avoid the temptation to wipe where Schlatt’s hand 
had touched him. 


“What kind of people does he care about?” Wilbur asked. 


“The kind that ruin the nice appearance of the lobby,” Schlatt said. The elevator stopped and 
again Schlatt wrapped a hand around Wilbur’s arm, directing him. “You’ll see ‘em. Younger 
than you. Outfits bought with daddy’s money. They’re trouble. Tried sleeping with a few of 
‘em before.” 


“Was it the being piss drunk thing that turned you off?” Wilbur humored. 


“That,” Schlatt said, running his thumb over Wilbur’s arm as he held it and he leaned over, 
“They don’t put out. Desperately broke ones do,” he said against Wilbur’s ear. He leaned 
away, flashed Wilbur a smile and directed him towards the room. 


The hallways were unfamiliar to him in the way the hotel was furnished. The rooms were 
further apart, the décor minimalist, but refined. There was no chatter. No audible sounds 
coming from the rooms. No cleaning carts at this time of the day. The colors were drab. 
Lifeless. Accents of yellow and green and flowers in sleek gray vases did little to change the 
disturbing feeling the geometric patterns and lack of life gave the place. 


“It’s a company owned floor,” Schlatt said in comment, taking in Wilbur’s wondering gaze. 
“It looks absolutely lifeless,” Wilbur said. 


“It does,” Schlatt admitted. “Doesn’t help some of the fuckwads I have to meet with today 
are still probably hungover drunk in their rooms. Don’t linger in this hallway. Might get 
molested by some fifty something with a thing for little boys,” Schlatt said, tugging Wilbur 
after him as he got to their room. When Wilbur didn’t even give him a sincere consideration, 
Schlatt dug his thumb into his arm. “I’m being serious. If this wasn’t clear—you’re not 
sleeping with anyone else while we’re in this arrangement. I don’t want STIs.” 


“Crystal clear,” Wilbur said. He glanced at Schlatt’s face. “Ill avoid other men like you 
lurking in the halls.” 


“You better,” Schlatt said, not even bothered by the implied insult. “You might actually look 
old enough the real perverts won’t get their jollies off trying to grope your ass or something.” 
He hovered the keycard over the sensor on the door, the lock clicking. He released Wilbur’s 
arm when they were in the room. “Set the bag down next to the bed. It’s got my travel iron in 
it, so don’t just drop it.” 


Wilbur complied, setting it down nicely. He tensed when Schlatt did slap his thigh as he 
passed, setting his brief case down on an ergonomic desk in the room. Schlatt leered at him. 
“Sorry, can’t help it. You look good bent over.” 


He should be repulsed, but if this was needing to work out long term; Wilbur flashed him a 
customer service smile. 


Wilbur took a look around the room. It had the same colors as the halls, muted violet and red, 
gray, more shades of gray, and barely present highlights of yellow and green. It was larger 
than his apartment. The room had been occupied for at least a day. 


A rumpled red dress-shirt was thrown over the chair at the four-seating dining table. An 
ironing board had been folded down from the wall, its sleek gray surface glinting. Absent 
wrappers lay on the desk from some sort of snack, and a half-drunk bottle of a Naked 
smoothie that’d begun to separate with how long it’d been left out. The carpet was plush 
under his foot, the bed huge and inviting—one, king size. The bathroom from what he could 
see was just as fanciful. A separate glass door shower and a tub in the back corner. Plenty of 


room to walk. Clean gray bathroom rugs that looked soft and more inviting than his own bed. 
The toilet and sink were hardly remarkable. 


While Wilbur was taking in his surroundings, Schlatt was getting comfortable. He’d taken off 
his shoes, left them at a mat by the door and was walking around bare foot. He’d been 
rummaging in his travel bag Wilbur had set down and pulled out his iron. “I don’t like 
leaving my iron and toiletries in the room. Too many horror stories about some weirdos 
messing with ‘em. Some of those cleaning ladies might be pissy with me after the last time,” 
Schlatt said. 


“What did you do last time?” Wilbur humored. Schlatt shrugged and pulled out his iron. 
“T’m a messy man, Wilbur,” Schlatt explained. 
“And that entails?” Wilbur asked. 


Schlatt put his iron down on the bed, crossed to Wilbur and gripped his chin. “Be good and 
you won’t find out, Wilbur,” Schlatt said. He leaned forward and Wilbur closed his eyes 
reluctantly. He’d forgotten how much intimacy had to be sacrificed here, and when Schlatt’s 
mouth pressed to his, he didn’t fight it. He kissed Schlatt back, feeling one of Schlatt’s hands 
tangle in his hair. The kiss wasn’t rough or demanding. It was small. Lips only. 


Wilbur found himself pressed to even admit it wasn’t bad. It felt like it’d been a long time 
since he’d been kissed. 


It was ruined when Schlatt broke it, his hand gripping the back of Wilbur’s neck. “I want to 
fuck you so bad,” Schlatt muttered against his mouth. Schlatt’s hand wandered down his back 
and gripped his hip. Schlatt’s hips rubbed against his and he felt the man’s erection. 


“T didn’t think we were doing that yet,” Wilbur said quickly. 


“What did you think I brought you here for?” Schlatt retorted. He pressed his mouth to 
Wilbur’s throat, nipping. Wilbur gripped Schlatt’s arm. 


“T meant,” Wilbur said, even as Schlatt kissed his neck, teeth dragging across his skin, “it’s — 
I thought it was just going to be something smaller. A blow job again.” 


Schlatt snorted against him. “It’s not a big deal, Wilbur. I’ve got an hour until the meeting. I 
just want to bend you over the fucking bed and stick my cock in you,” Schlatt put eloquently. 
He kissed Wilbur’s neck. 


“No,” Wilbur decided. He pulled out of Schlatt’s grip and the man released him, giving him 
an annoyed look. “It’s—TI can give you a blow job or hand job or whatever, but not that,” 
Wilbur said gesturing. 


“What? Too much of a pussy. I brought lube and condoms,” Schlatt said, gesturing to his 
sparse luggage. “You’re really going to hold out on me now? I’m not even asking you to ride 
my fucking dick, Wilbur—you really gonna gripe about spreading your damn legs and doing 
none of the work?” 


“Tt’s a big leap up from a sloppy blow job in a parking garage,” Wilbur said, hesitant. He 
shifted, pushing his hands into his pockets. It was nerve racking to have this conversation 
alone, in a hotel room, with no one else around. He kept his tone cordial even if he wanted to 
point out being fucked in the ass was not just something he could just accept. He supposed 
nothing’s technically stopping him from leaving, from walking out the door. “Can I just— 
can we start slower? Another blow job?” 


Schlatt sighed. Shrugged. He slapped his hands against his thighs and drug a hand through 
his hair. “Sure, sure—fine. But I’m not giving you more than a hundred than for another blow 
job.” Wilbur’s stomach dropped. “Not worth more. Shit, not even worth the hundred. A blow 
job is not making this shitty meeting I’ve got tolerable.” 


Schlatt was loosening his tie, fingers quick and neat despite Wilbur’s unease. 


“You paid me more the other day,” Wilbur pointed out and Schlatt grinned at him, toying 
with the tie in his hand. The businessman cocked his head to the side. 


“Called a sign-on bonus, sweetie—pay high at first to convince suckers to come around,” 
Schlatt purred. Wilbur’s stomach dropped even further. A twisting, nagging feeling that 
ground in him and chewed through his organs. “But from this point on, you’re going to have 
to work for it. You’ve got a pretty mouth, but if I get bored, well—there’s plenty more 
whores out there, Wilbur.” 


“What can I do besides,” Wilbur gestured to the bed, “that to get more money?” 


A hum. Schlatt ignored him for the moment, grabbing a bottle that’d been left with a neatly 
printed card on a table in the suite. On the tray with the bottle were four glasses, and Schlatt 
grabbed one for himself, uncorking the bottle. He poured himself a drink. ““You ever 
experiment in bed, Wilbur? Slid a fucking pinky in your ass before?” 


“No,” Wilbur said curt. 


“Good,” Schlatt decided. He took a drink from his glass. “That’ll make this fun. Fuck 
yourself on your fingers while sucking me off. I'll give you a decent pay for it,” Schlatt said. 


Wilbur swallowed; his mouth was dry. “Come again?” 


“T think your ears still work,” Schlatt said. He smiled as he took a drink, “But for you 
sweetheart. Two fingers. Knuckle deep. Up your goddamn ass. While my cock is in your 
mouth,” Schlatt spelled out. He pulled off the neat jacket he’d been wearing and folded it 
over the back of the chair and refilled his drink. “I’d prefer you do it naked too, but you know 
—if you want to lessen your pay, sure, keep the shirt on,” Schlatt suggested. 


“You're asking a lot,” Wilbur couldn’t help but utter. He felt disbelief creep up into him. The 
idea of stripping was something on its own. A boundary he hadn’t been prepared to give up 
today already thrown aside. Schlatt rolled his eyes and swirled his glass. He sat in one of the 
room’s leather chairs. He spread his legs, confident and unbothered as he addressed Wilbur. 


“T could ask for more,” Schlatt said. He set his glass down on a small glass table next to the 
chair, then readjusted it, shoving a coaster under it. “I think I’m being pretty damn generous 
seeing as you’re the one who’s getting bent out of shape over what—fifteen minutes at most 
of dick in your ass? Like Jesus, Wilbur—I’m not asking for you to actually put in some 
decent work today.” Schlatt insisted. Wilbur felt himself giving it up just a little bit. The door 
behind him felt inviting, but so far away and he instead toed his shoes off, aware of Schlatt’s 
eyes watching him. 


“Tt’d hurt longer than fifteen minutes,” Wilbur muttered, but he found himself swallowing his 
hesitation. 


“Oh, boo hoo, it’Il hurt a little bit. Cry me a river,” Schlatt mocked. He ran his tongue over 
his lips and Wilbur felt his gut twist. “Your whining is losing you the right to my lube. 
Should have brought your own if you wanted it,” Schlatt mused. Wilbur stepped closer to 
Schlatt, standing that meter and a half from him and despite being so much taller with Schlatt 
leaning down in his seat, it felt somehow like the man loomed above him, even so far away, 
even sitting. 


“Do you like seeing me in pain, Schlatt?” Wilbur asked, bending down to pull off his socks, 
his eyes going to the man. 


“T do,” Schlatt admitted without any care. Wilbur took a deep breath, willing himself to have 
some level of control here. The rest of his clothes felt heavy on him, a long and treacherous 
bridge over a canyon to get to the end goal—money. 


Wilbur shifted himself into the headspace he had at work. Just get through it all. 


“Tt’s a good thing I’m a masochist then,” Wilbur offered and Schlatt laughed genuine, 
surprised. 


“Are you?” 
“Couldn’t glean that from my old Facebook profile?” Wilbur questioned. 


“You know, when you’re not so tight-assed, Wilbur, you can be somewhat enjoyable,” Schlatt 
said, tracing a finger over his glass. 


Wilbur snorted. He tried to stop overthinking it as he pulled his flannel off, tossed it near his 
shoes. Talking made it easier, “It’s what most people say about me, Schlatt.” 


The room wasn’t that cold, but it felt like a breeze was running over his skin as he dropped 
his hands to grip the hem of his shirt—it was hardly anything, plenty of people saw him 
nude. Friends when he’d gotten too drunk and had to change clothes after vomiting on 
himself—a dick and ass were nothing special if the bathroom was built awfully and it was an 
older man who just dropped his jeans off his ass to piss. 


“T bet it’s acommon criticism,” Schlatt humored with a smile. Wilbur felt his eyes trace over 
his abdomen as he pulled his shirt off, saw the way his eyes swept over him hungry. 


It was going faster than he hoped it would. Then he wanted it too. Wilbur unbuckled his belt 
and slid his jeans off his hips, watching Schlatt’s eyes follow him where he sat in the leather 
chair. Schlatt took a drink, his tongue tracing the edge of the glass as Wilbur stepped out of 
his pants, took a deep breath, and pushed down his boxers. 


“Take a step closer to me, Wilbur,” Schlatt purred, reaching his hand out, making a ‘c’mere’ 
gesture. “I want to see you.” Wilbur stepped out of his boxers and a couple steps closer to 
Schlatt. Schlatt trailed the hand over his thigh, nails running over the skin and hair, up to the 
thicker hair between his legs, nails skimming near his groin—before he withdrew back to 
Wilbur’s thigh, squeezing. Schlatt squeezed an ass cheek, grinning. “Could be thicker, but 
you’re a pretty sight,” Schlatt said, stroking Wilbur’s thigh. He hummed, running dark, 
lustful eyes back to Wilbur’s face. “C’mon, Wilbur. On your knees.” 


Wilbur complied, gripping one thigh while his other hand hung stagnant. He knew what he 
needed to do, but the idea of it. “The other option’s still there, Wilbur,” Schlatt said with a 
grin. He gently slapped the side of Wilbur’s face, enjoying the small frown as Wilbur stared 
up at him. “Ill gladly spread you. I’ll finger fuck you until you forget your name, but once 
I’m done, I’m sticking my dick in you. So, either you can stop pussyfooting around, spit in 
your hand, and shove it up your ass; or you can bend over, Wilbur.” 


Wilbur brought his hand to his mouth. His spit was bubbly from nerves, and he had to stick 
his fingers in his mouth to force his suddenly dry mouth to salivate. Schlatt cupped his chin, 
tilting Wilbur’s head back as Wilbur sucked on his fingers, desperately willing himself to 
generate more spit. He forced himself to gag. It wasn’t for Schlatt’s pleasure, but he saw the 
delight in his eyes, his smile deepening, his eyes darting to Wilbur’s mouth. He gripped 
Wilbur’s arm, pressing his hand further into his mouth. “There you go, sweetheart.” 


He groaned around his hand and tapped on Schlatt’s arm. Move. Schlatt didn’t release his 
arm, letting spit ran down Wilbur’s chin. With a smile, he leaned back into his chair, letting 
Wilbur pull his hand free. Wilbur heard the glass clink as he blinked the tears at the edges of 
his eyes away and took a deep breath. It was as easy as just crossing that mental threshold, 
wasn’t it? He ran both hands to his backside—knowing. Just push in. 


God, this would be far easier if it was him alone in his bedroom. He’d been curious about it 
before. Something absent that’d pass through his mind walk jacking off, but nothing he’d 
ever get further then wondering about it, of imagining what it could be like before he’d finish 
and go back to the slog of life. 


Wilbur pressed a finger inside himself. He went slow, but it felt somehow worse. It slid in 
easier than he expected, but he knew he wasn’t that far. He knew it wouldn’t satisfy Schlatt. 
Wilbur closed his eyes, told himself it wasn’t going to kill him and forced his second finger 
inside. He couldn’t help the noises he made. It wasn’t pleasurable. It felt off. Strange. 


He opened his eyes to see Schlatt was slowly warming himself up, running his hand over his 
dick watching Wilbur. “Not that hard, was it Wilbur?” Schlatt crooned. 


“T don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” Wilbur said through a strained breath. 


“You ever fingered a bitch before?” Schlatt questioned. His mouth turned up at the edge, a 
smirk. The unspoken comparison. Wilbur swallowed his next words and instead focused on 
the task. Unwittingly as he pressed on—he did loosen up. His fingers brushed against 
something and he felt a shot of warmth in the pit of his stomach, and he paused. 


“Oh,” Wilbur said, breathless. 


It did something to Schlatt. That noise. Schlatt keened, a noise in the back of his throat and 
reached out to grip Wilbur’s hair, dragging him closer. “Suck me off,” Schlatt demanded. 
When Wilbur went to move his hand out, Schlatt’s hand tightened in his hair. “But keep 
fucking yourself.” 


His hand he was grounding himself with had to be used. Wilbur hated he couldn’t even have 
that. Overwhelmed immediately in its absence as he reached up to grip the base of Schlatt’s 
cock and brought his mouth to it. His height made it easy to lean forward, to run his tongue 
over that slit as he kept a disjointed rhythm with his fingers inside of him. The hand in his 
hair gripped tighter and Schlatt let out a low whine, his throat sounding raw and unmade. 
“Fuck, you’re such a gorgeous sight, Wilbur.” 


Wilbur couldn’t focus on much. It was work. The terrible comparison came to mind of when 
he was busy making drinks, lost in the mindlessness of the tasks, his brain filtering out all 
other thought to keep the pace going. Even if he burned himself. Even if hot coffee scalded 
over the back of his hand. Wilbur couldn’t breathe and that was the only thing he could 
ground himself with. His chest pounding with the need for air, the sharp pains as his nails, 
short as they were, scratched his insides as his hand shifted to an uncomfortable angle. White 
hot pain kept him in the moment, and he leaned into it. 


It was better than pleasure. Wilbur detested the pleasure. The warmth in his stomach had 
spread to his dick and he hoped Schlatt didn’t see it. Didn’t somehow know his erection was 
pressed against the leather of the chair, didn’t know he was rubbing his hips forward as he 
fucked himself hoping for enough friction on instinct to come. 


“Fuck, ’m coming,” Schlatt moaned, pressing Wilbur’s head further down. The pain in 
Wilbur’s chest worsened. His breathing through his nose hadn’t been enough and he wonders 
if this is what suffocation feels like. He could accept this. The pain is numbing. His fingers 
feel like static. His toes too. 


Wilbur gagged on the cum, but he swallowed. He always swallows what life gives him. He 
pressed his hand into himself, finding himself chasing that small pleasure now. He felt close. 
It was awful and repugnant, but he felt close. 


But not close enough. 


When Schlatt let go of his hair, he had to pull his head away, shaking. He fell back on his 
heels, giving himself space between Schlatt and him. He sucked in a clear breath, the cum 
still in his throat gargling as he finally could breathe. Wilbur knew he was on display, but he 
closed his eyes for a second. When he opened them, Schlatt’s heavy breathing caught his eye. 
For someone who did none of the work, Schlatt looked similarly breathless, his cheeks dusted 


red. He grinned at Wilbur, but his smile fell into something darker, a loving snarl at the sight 
of Wilbur now he could see him clearer. 


“You’re wrecked, Wilbur,” Schlatt said, his eyes trailing to Wilbur’s erection, to spread 
thighs, back up to Wilbur’s face to see the cum he couldn’t swallow mixed with spit, running 
off his chin onto his chest. “Fucking hell. I wish I was able to get hard again just to fuck you 
right now,” Schlatt said, far too appreciative. His eyes swept over Wilbur and he ran his 
tongue across his lips. “Fuck.” 


Wilbur wiped at his chin and Schlatt stopped him, grabbing his arm. “Finish what you started 
Wilbur. I want to see you come,” Schlatt told him. 


Wilbur didn’t think he could. He pressed his fingers into himself, but exhaustion had taken 
hold and the friction of the leather seat was gone. He shook his head. “Can’t.” 


“Put some fucking effort in,” Schlatt snapped. A thought hit him. “Get up here. On my lap.” 
Wilbur stared at him and Schlatt gestured, expectant. He straddled Schlatt’s legs, his gaze 
locked on for a moment Schlatt’s softening dick and Schlatt caught his eyeline, grinning. 
“Worried I was going to fuck you. I’m not fucking superhuman, Wilbur. Though I’ll consider 
your fear a compliment,” Schlatt said. 


He ran his hands up Wilbur’s sides, surveying him and Wilbur wanted to lean away. The 
touch was light, but far too invasive. Schlatt’s hands ran to his thighs. To his ass. Up his back. 
His fingers would sweep across soft areas. Wilbur was skinny, but his stomach was still soft 
and Schlatt’s hand lingered on it, following the trail of hair to his groin where he took Wilbur 
in hand, running his thumb over Wilbur’s head. Wilbur shuddered. 


Schlatt watched his face. He ran his finger over his head again and Wilbur couldn’t help the 
moan. The need. “Get back to work, Wilbur,” Schlatt murmured. Wilbur slid his fingers back 
inside. It was dry now and it burned, but he worked past it, pressing into the area he’d grown 
to both despise and love. It was an unwelcome feeling, but like the slight elation, the slight 
thrill after he burned his hand, the pain shooting through him and into his skull, drilling and 
biting, he’d come to want it. Sometimes at work he’d let purposely the coffee miss the cup, 
let it burn into his fingers just for a moment to feel in control. 


He felt Schlatt’s hand digging into his hip, the other stroking him slowly. It wasn’t enough 
friction. Schlatt leant forward and kissed his chest, sweeping his tongue over any flesh he 
could reach with his mouth. Biting. Nipping. Wilbur moaned and he pressed his nails in to 
draw pain. He felt his dick twitch in response. God, that shouldn’t be good. “Please,” Wilbur 
begged, becoming unglued. “Please.” 


A laugh against his skin. Schlatt kissed a bruising mark he left. He sped up his pace. “(Come 
for me, Wilbur,” Schlatt told him. He ran his hand from Wilbur’s hip to his ass and dug his 
nails in. His voice dropped, threatening. “Now.” 


Wilbur hated that’s what sent him. That small burst of pain and Schlatt’s voice rough and 
rude. He also hated that somehow most of his cum got on him. Not on the pristine leather 
chair of the hotel. Or Schlatt’s far too expensive suit. But him. 


And like liquid burns, the high eventually faded into this regretful, awful feeling and 
persistent pain he was left with, even after he rubbed the cheap burn spray from the first-aid 
cabinet. Even as he shifted the burnt area from further harm—it pressed on for the rest of the 
shift. 


But for this? Wilbur loathed himself. He pulled his fingers free and was left feeling cheap. 
Schlatt was stroking his skin with one hand, the other had moved back to his glass to take a 
drink. He was committing Wilbur to his memory. “You know, if it wasn’t for this, you’d be so 
fucking worthless,” Schlatt muttered, sweeping a hand up Wilbur’s side to his shoulder. “But 
this?” His hand drifted to Wilbur’s face and over Wilbur’s cheek and Wilbur found to his 
horror, he’d been crying. “Beautiful.” 


“How much are you paying me, Schlatt?” Wilbur questioned. 


A snort. Schlatt rolled his eyes. “You’re not charming, but you’re pretty,” Schlatt complained. 
“Get off and get dressed. I'll give you your money after I’ve had my drink, Wilbur. God, 
you’re such an impatient bitch,” Schlatt muttered. 


The break at least gave him that much, a break. Wilbur went to the restroom and cleaned 
himself up with the hotel sample soaps. He took a shower and scrubbed himself off, hating 
the bruises on his chest and stomach from Schlatt’s mouth. But Wilbur hated himself more. 
He should know better. This wasn’t going to be a scarless affair. He was going to be affected. 
Over. And over. 


He redressed and found Schlatt smoking. He had his brief case open, a laptop secured inside 
with neat leather straps. The laptop was currently open to an excel sheet, a power point open 
in the corner and a few documents out. “Oh yeah,” Schlatt said around the cigarette. He took 
it out of his mouth, holding it between his fingers as he typed, “if you want to make a little 
extra you’re welcome to stay until after my meeting,” Schlatt said, glancing at a document 
and adding a line of numbers to the excel sheet. 


Wilbur’s stomach dropped. He shouldn’t. 
But more money, was more money. 
“Fine,” Wilbur agreed. Schlatt glanced at him. A grin. 


“The hotel has a bar. You’re a big boy. It’s why I gave you the key card. I expect you can be 
trusted to walk off and get yourself something to eat and head back up here without being a 
fucking nuisance to anyone,” Schlatt said, taking another drag on his cigarette. Wilbur 
snorted. “It’s why I don’t do that barely legal nonsense anymore. Fucking dumbasses under 
20 was too much like babysitting. If you can’t file taxes you might as well be sucking on a 
pacifier,” Schlatt griped. He shot Wilbur a dry look. “Speaking of. Want me to pay you in 
cash or a transfer? I don’t give a fuck if you add this to your taxes as self-employment or 
whatever,” Schlatt said. “I don’t pay my taxes.” 


Wilbur sat on the edge of the bed and shrugged. “Cash works,” Wilbur said. Schlatt grinned. 
He crossed the room and kissed Wilbur on the lips, jerking Wilbur’s chin up to press an ashy 
kiss roughly to his mouth. 


“Good,” Schlatt murmured. He unfolded four hundred-dollar bills but paused. He pulled out 
three—and then a twenty. Wilbur’s eyes narrowed. He’d changed his mind. Schlatt tilted 
Wilbur’s head up to look away from the money, up to his eyes. He took in Wilbur’s obvious 
annoyance and disappointment. “Wilbur, you need to learn to put in effort. I’m a generous 
guy if you do the work,” Schlatt said, holding up the three-hundred and twenty dollars. 
“There’s a level of customer service you need to do, Wilbur. Be nicer, and I'll give you 
more.” 


A swallow. There were things he wanted to say. Wanted to do. But it was clear what Schlatt 
would do. “Yes, Schlatt,” Wilbur agreed, even if it pained him. Even if burned in his mouth. 
Schlatt added a single dollar for that. Fucking asshole. Wilbur had to fight to keep the 
murderous expression off his face as he took the money from Schlatt. 


“You're a quick learner, Wilbur,” Schlatt said. A peck on his lips and a small tap on the side 
of his face that felt more like a slap. “Be good.” 


Wilbur waited until Schlatt was gone to say, “Fuckin’ prick.” 


He neatly put the three hundred in his wallet and took the twenty to go scavenge for food at 
the bar. Despite the hotel being higher than his normal price-range, it wasn’t obscene. No one 
was dressed in anything elegant and plenty of men and women his age and older mingled, 
most in groups, some alone like him. One look at the bar menu prices and he winced. Maybe 
not obscene, but Jesus—bars were nightmares for bleeding you dry on burger prices. 


He found a deal for a burger and fried pickles—neither of which sounded good—for just 
under the twenty and got his food. Wilbur ate morose and upset. He checked his phone, idly 
scrolling through news for something to look at. 


A text. From Quackity. He’d forgotten he had formally given Quackity his contact 
information. His roommate had yet to use it until now. 


“Did you eat yet? I got some extra sandwiches from work; someone delivered some sandwich 
shop or something.” 


What story was he crafting from here on out? A friend. Maybe a sibling. He was hanging out 
with them, nothing more. “I’m getting dinner with a friend,” Wilbur lied. 


A simple response. “Ok.” 


He could see Quackity almost, maybe he’d just finished stuffing the sandwiches in the fridge. 
Maybe this wasn’t something he cared about or...maybe Quackity was imagining they were 
going to be friends. But that other night was a mistake. Wilbur shouldn’t grow close to him. 


He drummed his fingers on the counter of the bar where he sat. The noise of conversations, 
of glasses being moved and set, of chairs squeaking as they moved, of laughter, of the faint 
banging door of the kitchen—it crowded around his head until he couldn’t take it. Wilbur 
stared into his phone and turned it off. He felt like a ghost. Sitting among the living, unseen 
and unheard. 


The trance was broken by the waiter delivering his food. “Here you go.” 


He dug in. It didn’t have a taste. Just grease. Meat. Crunch. It all blurred in his head. It could 
be rotting. It could be cold or stale, but his mind has wiped its taste from his mind. The water 
he drinks with the food is just as flavorful. 


When he waits for the elevator in the lobby, he saw what Schlatt meant. The drunk women, 
barely looking college aged, wearing jewelry that cost what his rent did in a year, unable to 
stand—two of them were fighting, tearing at each other’s hair. Shrieks. Giggles from one of 
their friends watching. A tube of lipstick was being crushed into the pristine carpet that’d 
rolled out from one of their fallen purses. 


The security guard was attempting to separate them, a pained look on his face. His eyes 
briefly went to Wilbur but passed over him as one of the girls made an undignified lunge for 
the other, one of her nails breaking. 


Wilbur tapped his key card to the elevator, the doors closing like curtains on the scene 
playing out. 


A ghost. Even if he stared at himself in the reflections of the buttons—he wasn’t sure he 
existed. 


Chapter 4 


Chapter Notes 


A variety of problems happened, from manager coming in on crack to financial fuckery. 


Wilbur played pretend luxury for only thirty minutes before he got bored. He’d stretched out 
on the bed, pressed his head into the pillow and turned on the flat screen TV, mindlessly 
flipping through channels until his anxiety fixated on something to mull over, something to 
chew through. 


Bills. The credit card debt. The student loan debt. Where’d he start? Maybe he shoved it into 
his bank account and let it stew there in case it was dirty money. If it came back to haunt him. 


If it crawled its way back out of his account and into someone’s hand, someone cleaner than 
he’s hand. 


In the end, he gave up on the droll television, the glitz and glamor and opened his phone and 
began to scroll mindlessly. 


He wish sleep came sooner. To catch a few winks. 
Before what? 


Wilbur let his phone hit his chest and turned his eyes to the door. Unbidden, images of letting 
himself sleep in an unfamiliar environment began to darken, began to become distressing—a 
crawling in his gut, like rats or an infestation chewing through him—like his insides were 
honeyed and the rats were in heated metal bowls, trapped against with his skin—the only way 
out being through him. 


He feared for a moment waking up to rats crawling out his guts, through his back. 


But dont I deserve it, taking this dirty, sugary money? I’ve tasted it on my lips, isn t it my 
own undoing? Did I not put the rats against my flesh? 


Wilbur closed his eyes, forced down the wave of anxiety, fingers clamped around his phone 
and slept. 


He woke to the television turned off and Schlatt sitting in the bed beside him, on his phone. 
The keyboard was pattering away with his fingers, the clicking sound reawakening the 
feeling of rat claws against wood and Wilbur sat up, his hand brushing over his jeans, still as 
he left them covering his legs and his shirt, faintly smelling more of sweat now, but 
unbothered. 


“Hey there, sleeping beauty,” Schlatt drawled. He took a drag from his cigarette and huffed it 
out, his hand reaching over to card through Wilbur’s hair. “You looked cute. You sleep like 
the fucking dead. I was swearing up a storm—fucking ingrates at my meeting—and you, you 
were still asleep by the time I got to the end of a bottle,” Schlatt noted. His hand stilled in 
Wilbur’s hair and he looked at his phone. Wilbur eyed Schlatt. His pants had already been 
abandoned, his hair a mess, gel washed out—showered—and his dress-shirt was unbuttoned, 
pudgy stomach coated in dark wiry hair that dipped into his boxers. “Kind of wanted to fuck 
that pretty mouth of yours the way it hung open.” 


“Glad you didn’t; I don’t like waking up to cum down my throat,” Wilbur said. He leaned his 
head back against the headboard and Schlatt’s hand fell to his throat, fingers brushing over 
the flesh. 


“Mm,” Schlatt hummed. “It’d be easy money,” he joked, but his hand swept up to cup 
Wilbur’s cheek. “You’re lucky I calmed down, sweetheart. I almost wanted to make you cry.” 
This time it was a slap. It was only a glancing hit with his fingertips, but it stung. Wilbur 
blinked, but didn’t comment on it. 


“What do you want, Schlatt?” Wilbur asked, yawning. 


“For the moment?” Schlatt switched the cigarette in his hands. “To cuddle. Not long. I want 
to sleep by myself and I think I’d accidentally slip my aching cock between your fucking ass 
cheeks if I ended up spooning you.” 


“Accidentally?” Wilbur questioned, flashing an amused smile, even at the thin veil of a 
threat. 


“Mostly,” Schlatt said with a shrug. He took another drag. “Lose the shirt and the jeans, 
loverboy,” Schlatt said, stubbing out his cigarette on an ash tray. Wilbur bit back the dramatic 
sigh in his throat and shifted, tugging off his shirt and jeans, not missing the sharp gaze 
picking him apart. Schlatt reached for the lamp only after Wilbur was undressed, the light at 
the desk across the room still lighting it enough he could see the pinpricks reflected in 
Schlatt’s eyes and his motions as he reached for Wilbur under the blankets. 


Despite himself, Wilbur pushed himself closer to Schlatt. 
It’s for the money. 


It wasn’t uncomfortable. Schlatt’s breath stank of cigarettes and old coffee, but his body was 
warm against Wilbur’s, his hand skimming Wilbur’s chest. He cupped Wilbur’s neck and 
kissed his mouth. It’d been some time since Wilbur had laid with someone like this—towards 
the end his...she hadn’t really touched him. It felt comforting to feel someone pressed against 
him in a quiet room, a mouth occupying his—like slipping back into an old hobby. The kiss 
was slow and Schlatt despite his coarseness melted, one hand pressed against Wilbur’s chest 
and his legs twining with Wilbur’s. 


His hands skimmed over Wilbur, exploring him. Wilbur returned the favor, but he found 
himself having to break from the kiss, unable to focus. Schlatt’s body wasn’t a horror beyond 
any imagination, but it wasn’t hers, nor was it his own and he had no experience with men. 


There’d been times in high school where he’d looked in the locker room for too long, times 
since then in University, but it was another to lay with a man. The body hair was coarser, the 
proportions different. His fingers ran through the thick happy trail, pressed against the belly. 


It wasn’t bad. Odd. Strange. Not who he imagined. 


“You’re welcome to touch more,” Schlatt murmured and kissed Wilbur’s neck, his hand 
sliding to grip Wilbur’s ass. He dug his fingers in, fondling him and shifted his leg between 
Wilbur’s, rubbing against him. Again? Despite himself, Wilbur hated his refractory period 
had ended and he felt a stirring in his gut, a want. 


Becoming a dirty whore, arent you? You're worth nothing more. 


Wilbur hummed and ran his hand down Schlatt’s thigh. He wasn’t toned. His body spoke of 
ease, of relaxation. Still. His hand cupped the flesh and Schlatt muttered against his skin. A 
nip of his skin and ashy breath washed over him. He watched Wilbur’s hand slowly slide to 
Schlatt’s ass, hesitant. Schlatt hummed as Wilbur took his time, pressing a hot kiss to 
Wilbur’s neck. “You’ve never touched a man before and it shows. What’s your type—I 
guessed women, but there’s something fruity about you...” Wilbur snorted. “—did you ever 
kiss a guy in high school?” 


“Yes,” Wilbur admitted. He closed his eyes, Schlatt’s kisses dipping to his collarbone. The 
hand groping his ass became a little more invasive, fingers dipping to press against his hole. 
The thin fabric didn’t feel like much. “He was shorter than me and it was a dare. But I kissed 
him again after his swim meet,” Wilbur recalled. It’d been a chaste thing. Five years before 
she and him dated. A thin boy, five-foot-six pressed between him and the bleachers, giddy 
and Wilbur had been fifteen. “I kissed others.” 


And like the boy they were fleeting. Lies. Lies of a sort. Wilbur liked to flirt. Had liked to 
flirt. It came naturally. Men. Women. But never with the intent to bed. It ended at a kiss. 


He didn’t want to be found out. To be opened up. 


Even when he dated her—there’d been a time. At the club, his friend slinging an arm around 
his shoulder and turning Wilbur’s face to his, kissing him once on the lips then dipping away. 
There’d been multiple times. 


But they were all friends. 
They were gone now. 


And he’d been opened up by her. And left. His guts spilling out, the vermin feasting on his 
entrails where he knelt. 


“When you’re with me,” Schlatt said against his skin, one hand flicking a nipple, studying 
Wilbur’s face for a reaction—none. “When you ’re with me,” Schlatt repeated, biting. “You 
don’t kiss anyone. I don’t want anyone else on your phone—and you know what way I mean. 
I don’t care if there’s some old distant aunt who wants to chat about her fucking cat—I like 
cats. But if I see messages from some blonde in short-shorts or a little twink—you’ re getting 


more than pay docked.” Wilbur despite the threat laughed. He felt Schlatt’s finger pressing 
again and part of him yearned to shift away, but instead he shifted his leg, rubbing his groin 
against Schlatt’s thigh between his legs. Schlatt purred, massaging Wilbur’s ass cheek as he 
returned to his neck. “Cute. You’re learning. But.” His mouth hovered over Wilbur’s pulse. 
“Don’t. Fucking. Forget. No one else.” 


Out of all the things haunting Wilbur, Schlatt was hardly the most intimidating. “No one else 
wants me,” Wilbur said. 


“Good. Keep it that way,” Schlatt murmured. He pulled back, kissing Wilbur on the mouth. 


He’d only gotten another hundred-fifty for that cuddling, which Wilbur despite his 
annoyance, could admit it hadn’t been a terrible trade off. Schlatt had offered him twenty-five 
for one more thing before he left. 


“Do you want twenty-five more, Wilbur?” Schlatt had asked as he stood in a robe as Wilbur 
pulled on his shoes and checked his wallet. The money was snugly inside. Wilbur almost 
quipped “depends?” but yawned and shrugged instead. 


“Get on your knees and open your mouth,” Schlatt said. 


Wilbur hesitated. A blow job was damn more worth twenty-five, but he got to his knees, 
opening his mouth—then pausing, unable to not question it. “What for?” 


Schlatt sniggered. He tousled Wilbur’s hair into his eyes and handed him a twenty. “Almost 
got it, princess—you fucked it up, though.” 


“What?” Wilbur took the twenty. 


“T was seeing how good you’re getting at following fucking directions. You’re still mouthy,” 
Schlatt muttered. Wilbur felt his ears heat; he hadn’t meant to be so compliant, but—he 
wasn’t going to bend and kiss a man’s shoes for extra cash, but hadn’t he done that? It’s what 
it felt like. Wilbur clambered to his feet, shoving the twenty in his pocket. “Work on it,” 
Schlatt griped. 


“No,” Wilbur said. Schlatt scoffed, but his eyes were light, dancing with amusement. 


“Wilbur, Wilbur, Wilbur—we need to work on your appeal,” Schlatt said. “Unless you like 
when I force obedience out of you?” A question hung there. “You like being mistreated, 
bitch?” Wilbur snorted, but it did feel easier. If he didn’t have to feign enjoyment. If he could 
push back some. “Answer me,” Schlatt snapped. 


“It’s more preferable than being a sycophant,” Wilbur said. Schlatt eyed him up. Despite 
Schlatt’s tone there was an ease there; he wasn’t threatening. 


Schlatt drew his robe around himself, crossing his arms as he spoke. “You know with how 
fucking awful work’s been, I think I needed your backtalk, Wilbur,” Schlatt decided. “I need 
a smarmy little whore I can break for pocket change.” 


“Glad we can be agreeable, Schlatt,” Wilbur said, smiling. His own words thrown back to 
him, Schlatt grinned wider. He held out his hand and Wilbur gave him the keycard. As he 
left, he felt Schlatt’s eyes trained on his back. 


The buses take forever to get him anywhere, and with it being 3 a.m., he has to walk over a 
mile where one doesn’t cover, but he’s a stubborn man and didn’t want to waste the hard- 
earned money. He’s lucky his apartment is on a busy street where one of the few night buses 
covers. He needs to be at work by 5, so he only really has time to change his clothes when he 
gets home. 


He wanted another scalding hot shower. For a moment when he looks down at himself he 
sees something other. Small, dark bugs crawling over his skin, into holes they’d buried 
beneath tunneling through his skin, his skin rippling and growing greener, rotting. A rat peeks 
a head out of a hole in his stomach. 


Wilbur unlocked the door to his apartment, all to aware he felt decomposed. 


What does erase the feelings of rats and vermin crawling over his skin is the momentary cold 
shock of not being the only one awake. 


Quackity, in a rare mood, was up at the same time. The man was yawning over his laptop, 
eyes drifting from the badly photocopied reading with a tiny scroll bar lodged only halfway 
through what looked to be hours long reading. He looked to have been up for awhile based on 
the empty cans of energy drink on the counter. Quackity must be taking summer courses. He 
glanced to Wilbur, eyebrows shooting into the beanie. 


“You were out /ate,” Quackity commented. “Damn.” Two eyes stare at him from Quackity’s 
lap; Beast curled up there, tail flicking from under Quackity’s arm. 


Wilbur shrugged heading to his room. “Went out clubbing with friends—been a while since 
I’ve been at the scene.” Quackity scanned him over, his eyes lingering in a few places. Still, 
Quackity didn’t question his lie, his eyes returning to his laptop tiredly. Wilbur changed into 
his work clothes and scrubbed his face off in the bathroom and shaving off a layer of stubble 
creeping up over his jaw, his eyes drifting to his tired ones in the mirror. There’s hickies on 
his neck. 


Lovely. 


He chose a collared shirt and adjusted it over the majority of the bruises best he could. It’s 
suitable. Still, when he leaves his room, Quackity’s eyes go to his neck. It hadn’t gone 
unnoticed. “Have fun?” Quackity asked. 


“Plenty,” Wilbur said, sliding his keys into his pockets. 


“T can tell,” Quackity joked. He shifted his legs under the table, startling Beast off his lap. 
The cat jumped down, rubbing against Wilbur’s legs, and sniffing his shoes. Wilbur stooped 
to scratch behind the cat’s ears. “I should go clubbing,” Quackity mused. He drummed his 


fingers on the corner of his laptop. “Though I’d need a wingman. You’d be tall enough to 
actually see over all those people packed in like sardines,” Quackity said, flashing a smile. 
“And you’d buy me drinks, right Wilbur?” 


“Not a chance,” Wilbur said. Quackity rolled his eyes. Still, Wilbur did smile at him, 
humored. “Tell you what. Choose a day and I’ll wingman for you...ifyou pay, I'll buy your 
drink,” Wilbur promised. 


“You really know how to treat a gal,” Quackity said, pressing a hand to his chest as if 
flattered. “Maybe we can skip the wingman part. You can be my—” Quackity cut himself off, 
laughing and Wilbur’s smile fell. It hadn’t been his imagination Quackity was flirty. Still. 
There was an innocence to it. He didn’t mean anything by it. 


“Quackity,” Wilbur said. He didn’t need to say more. It was written on his face, in the way he 
said it. The room grew tense again. “I don’t know you that well,” Wilbur said, rubbing the 
words with a salve. J don t want to know you that well; I dont want you to know me that well. 


The younger man’s smile dropped. “Sorry, yeah—no. No, I get it. Yeah, but... you know...1 
can wait until I’m 21. Just a few more months,” Quackity rubbed his arm, his eyes going to 
his computer. “Get going, legs.” 


“Bye,” Wilbur said, but it didn’t erase the bitter taste in his mouth as he left. 


His anxiety was renewed at work. Tommy’s usually five to fifteen minutes late, but by the 
time he’s unlocking the door five minutes before open—Tommy’s still not there. The teen 
had run an hour late before, but usually he’d text Puffy. He wasn’t worried, he was angry. It 
was a weekday morning. People were snarky, there were many of them and none had 
patience. “God damn it, Tommy,” Wilbur hissed to himself. 


“Cut the kid a break, you know he’s struggling,” Puffy said, patting him on the shoulder as 
she eyed the morning traffic. 


“Aren’t we all?” Wilbur muttered. “I’m going to strangle him.” 
“Wilbur,” Puffy said, shooting him a look. 
“Metaphorically,” Wilbur corrected. 


Wilbur hated the child more than ever. Puffy had helped him where she could, but she had 
inventory to complete. She sympathetically flashed him a smile and said, “I have to finish 
paperwork; be good.” 


The first customers started to drift in, and Wilbur’s smile strained, “I won’t,” Wilbur 
promised. 


The morning rush by oneself was brutal. Customers complained about the pace, some orders 
were discarded on the counter when the ruder ones decided whatever money they’d paid 
wasn’t worth waiting and a few of the braver ones snapped at him. When the child finally 


arrived, he was two hours late. Wilbur shot him a scathing look as Tommy fixed his apron, 
his eyes wide and fearful. 


It was clear he’d anticipated Wilbur’s anger by the way his eyes shot to him first. “Sorry—I 
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“You should be fucking fired, you’re so useless,” Wilbur hissed, but he quieted when a 
customer shot them a look. He shouldered Tommy in the direction of the register. “But there’s 
no one else. Get—” 


“T know, I know you... anti-social cunt,” Tommy hissed in return. “You want me on register. 
Good to see you, Wilbur; how’s your day going?” Wilbur shot him a death glare. Tommy 
sighed. Wilbur noticed Tommy was already sweating, hair plastered to his forehead. 


They didn’t speak further until it calmed enough for Wilbur to let go of the death grip he had 
on the blender. Puffy had reappeared, hands on her hips. She gave Tommy her best ‘why?’ 
stare. Tommy squirmed. 


“T’m sorry. I didn’t—I ran! I didn’t have my phone and I didn’t know how to get here on foot 
—” Tommy said, gesturing emphatically. Wilbur scoffed, but Puffy’s mild scolding look fell 
instantly. 


“Tommy, why did you walk?” 


The teen shrugged, shaking his head. He muttered, “I ran. I wish I walked. It was very hot 
out today. All the streets—” 


“Tommy,” Wilbur cut in to save Puffy the headache. The teen refocused. 


“T pissed off that stupid twat that teaches summer math and she gave me a detention and my 
parents took it personally,” Tommy said with a shrug. “I had to walk.” 


“Jesus, Tommy—your phone too?” Puffy said and Tommy nodded. Wilbur scoffed and 
turned his head. It didn’t matter. Still, he saw the way Puffy pulled Tommy aside, calmly 
talking to him and the way Tommy shook his head, refusing to say more. Eventually, she let 
Tommy return to work and Wilbur moved away from the register, letting Tommy work it. 


Under his breath, Wilbur cursed then shot Tommy a look. “Why didn’t you take the bus?” 


“T don’t know how they work,” Tommy said. “I also don’t have pocket change.” He tapped 
his nail against the counter and Wilbur told himself don’t get involved, this wasn’t his 
responsibility. But. There weren’t any customers. They’d reached a slow peak. Without 
looking at the teen, he chose to clean the counter, eyes focused on the mess. 


“Do you get a ride home?” Wilbur asked. He side eyed Tommy, focusing on his hands rather 
than his face. 


“Yes,” Tommy said, but he was fiddling with his shirt. This was normally the time Tommy 
would be on his phone. Wilbur’s eyes went to his face, to the downcast eyes. Tommy didn’t 
lie well. 


“No, you don’t,” Wilbur decided, and Tommy shot a betrayed look to him. His mouth twisted 
down. Wilbur laughed. “I’m good at reading lies.” 


Tommy shrugged, leaning against the counter. “I think I figured out how to get home. Puffy 
asked the same. I didn’t want her to... worry, so I lied. You’re not going to tell her, right?” 


Wilbur sighed. “I’m not, but...” Wilbur pulled out his phone. “Right, what’s your address. 
Type it in to the maps app.” Tommy stared at him. Wilbur stared back, gesturing with his 
phone. Tommy took it, but didn’t type it in. 


“You...aren’t going to go beat up my parents—” 


“Why the fuck would I do that?” Wilbur questioned. He ignored how Tommy seemed to want 
him to for a moment. “Tommy, despite what you say about my jacket—I am not a serial 
killer.” Tommy mimed his voice under his breath but typed in his address. 


“T haven’t seen a non-murderous person wear a jacket like that,” Tommy said petulantly. 
“You haven’t seen a murderer,” Wilbur corrected. 

“Have to.” 

“No, you haven’t,” Wilbur said. 


“A post on Instagram says you meet at least one serial killer a day,” Tommy dutifully 
informed him. Wilbur snorted. 


“Tommy, get some brain cells,” Wilbur begged. He took his phone back and eyed the address. 
“No wonder—three miles, Tommy?” Tommy shrugged again, looking uncomfortable. “Fuck, 
if I’ve ran a mile in under ten minutes in years,” Wilbur muttered. He tabbed over to the bus 
routes and was familiar with at least two of them. “Right, after work. ll...” He could give 
Tommy the money and trust he knew the basics of getting on a bus, pulling the stop, and 
getting off at the right time. But. Then again this was Jommy. It had taken Wilbur two weeks 
to teach him how to operate the blender. “I’1] show you how to use the bus.” 


“You don’t have to,” Tommy said, shifting. He rubbed his arms, but after a moment meekly 
muttered. “Thank-you, Wil.” 


Neither of them spoke for a few. Tommy was antsy, clearly too used to looking at his phone. 

It made him not any better of a worker. If anything, without his few minute breaks to look at 
his phone he worked s/ower. Either that, or Tommy was spacing out half the time. Wilbur bit 
his tongue rather than keep snapping at him. Puffy was right; Tommy was struggling. 


“Your parents suck,” Wilbur muttered. “How long have they taken your phone?” Tommy 
shrugged again. 


The door’s hanging bell twanged, and their eyes went to the customer coming in. The girl 
was on her phone, not yet ready to order. Tommy turned back to the register. Then, quietly. 


“They’ ll give it back sooner. They like tracking me on it,” Tommy reasoned. 


Wilbur felt his gut twist and after the customer left, he felt his gut continue to twist. It must 
be the rats. Finally tearing out of him. It was a different kind of rat this time. It clawed more 
at his chest. Feasting on his heart. “Right,” Wilbur said to himself, then said, “Tommy, do 
you use Google documents for school?” 


“Yeah,” Tommy said. “Have to use Google for everything.” 
“You know how shared documents work—” 


“Yeah? And? I use ‘em for group work. I really hate group work. The good thing about 
summer classes is they don’t make us do group work—” Wilbur cut him off with a look. 


“Tommy,” Wilbur said. “Do they—your parents—tead over your Google docs?” 


“T don’t think so. My mom doesn’t care about the assignments themselves, just the grades. I 
don’t think she’d want to read over my schoolwork.” Wilbur hated the child. He really did. 
The motormouth would start talking and then not shut up. “There used to be this kid in class I 
bullied into editing my papers—that’s a lie. I didn’t bully him. He was my friend. I think we 
were friends. Wilbur, how do you know if you—” 


“Tommy,” Wilbur cut him off again. “When you get your phone again, if you need to reach 
out to someone—not me—use a Google document. Share it. I used to use timestamps when 
—anyway.” Wilbur took a deep breath, the rat clawing at his chest felt like it’d sunk teeth in. 
“You have friends, right?” 

“Wilbur, that’s genius!” Tommy said, eyes glowing. He grinned. “Tubbo and I can finally talk 
outside of school again! I could hug you!” 


“Don’t,” Wilbur said, but he didn’t push Tommy away when the teen shouldered him, 
grinning brightly. The pressure on his chest let up and Wilbur shrugged, focusing on his 
cleaning. Tommy was bubbling. Wilbur didn’t want this responsibility—if it went wrong. 
Another person he ruined. “Though you should still be careful. Delete documents. Delete 
browser history if it seems they’re catching on. Don’t do it around—” 


“T know, J know,” Tommy said, shaking his head. “Wilbur, I’m not five. I do watch porn—” 


“Tommy! I did not need to know,” Wilbur snapped, but the teen laughed. When their shift 
ended, Puffy pulled Wilbur aside. She told him he’d done a good job at work, but Wilbur 
could read behind the lines. She was grinning to herself. 


“Make sure he gets home; I know he trusts you a little more,” Puffy murmured. “I think he 
looks up to you.” 


“T have no idea what you’re talking about,” Wilbur said, shoving his apron into his messenger 
bag. Puffy nudged him, clocking out. 


“You forget I like to eavesdrop,” Puffy said. “Take care, Wilbur.” 


“No,” Wilbur responded. 


Tommy came out of the bathroom, bouncing on his heels. He grinned nervously at Wilbur 
and Wilbur sighed. It was odd accompanying the teen outside of work, but Tommy went dead 
silent it seems when he clammed up. Wilbur pulled out a twenty and handed it Tommy. 
Tommy took it, staring at it questioningly. “For the bus. It should last you a week. Get a day 
pass; all you have to do is ask the bus driver. It'll last until 5 p.m. They should charge you 
less if you have a student ID.” 


“Got it, got it, making a note,” Tommy said, twisting the twenty in his hand. 


“Tf this lasts longer than a week, Ill see about getting you a seasonal bus pass,” Wilbur said, 
then realized what he committed himself to. A grimace. He was spending eighty bucks in 
total on this kid if his parents didn’t keep driving him here, plus today’s fare. He had bills he 
could put that towards. Still, as Tommy glanced around nervously beside him, Wilbur 
swallowed. 


The bus stop was crowded, as usual. Wilbur at first found himself clammed up, but he forced 
his tongue to move. He needed to give Tommy advice. If this kid was going to survive he’d 
need someone to tell him how to—like no one had told... 


Wilbur sighed, the feeling in his chest deep and uncomfortable. Maybe the rat made a nest in 
his chest. Tommy, oddly, liked the bus. He was flipping through a bus guide, reading the 
times on it and listing off ‘fun bus facts’ from the trivia portion on the bus guide. 


“Tommy, I don’t—” 


“Did you know the first bus in this city was started in 1945 when the city secured enough 
funding—” 


“Tommy, I don’t—” 


“Look, there’s a picture.” Wilbur sucked a breath through his teeth, stared at the pamphlet 
and then to Tommy. The look said it all. Tommy snickered. 


“You look so pissy, Wilbur—we’re not even at work,” Tommy snarked. 
“Tt’s called clinical depression,” Wilbur said sarcastically. Tommy’s smile immediately fell. 
“Oh...sorry, Wilbur I didn’t—” 


“T was joking,” Wilbur said. He had been, right? Wilbur pushed the memory of a therapist’s 
office down. He didn t need it anymore. Tommy looked uncomfortable. 


Despite it, and despite the thirty-minute bus ride, they made it to a point where Tommy only 
had a five-minute walk. Wilbur didn’t want to get off the bus—he could just take it a little 
further and get on a bus back to his apartment, but Tommy hadn’t wanted to get off alone. 
They stood at the bus stop, suburbia slowly unfolding out around them. 


“Thanks, Wilbur,” Tommy said, gripping his arms where he crossed them across his chest. 
“T...didn’t really want to walk every day.” 


“It’s going to rain tomorrow,” Wilbur said, unwilling to acknowledge the way Tommy kept 
looking at him like he was doing something kind for him. 


“You really aren’t a cunt, are you, Wilbur?” Tommy tried. Wilbur’s hands fisted around his 
messenger bag strap. 


“Piss off, Tommy. I’m leaving. You know how to get home now,” Wilbur dismissed. He 
couldn’t go far, he had to wait for the next bus now, but Tommy got the message. Still, the 
brat flashed him a smile. 


“See you tomorrow at work, Wilbur.” 
“Get up early. The buses won’t wait for you,” Wilbur advised. 


Once the teen wasn’t watching him, he did check to make sure Tommy went the right 
direction. He did. The teen had slunk down some, hunched over as he walked back towards 
his house and Wilbur stared into the middle-class suburbia. All polished and painted, yellow 
and blue and soft colors. White fences. Lawn decorations. Flowers. Yard swings. 


But it felt like looking into a limbo. What monster hid in the two-car garage, underneath 
layers of HOA compliance and yard appeal? 


What monsters hid everywhere? A door swung open, and a young child toddled out, 
clutching an action figure, her hair hanging around her in sheets and Wilbur tore his eyes 
from suburbia, but maybe it was true. 


Only children see ghosts. 


The little girl didn’t stop watching him until he boarded the bus, the red Transformer toy 
catching his eyes whenever he tried to look around. 


But it always got worse. Even when Wilbur was sure it couldn’t. 
It’s what the dead deserve. 


Even when his week started to devolve into work, the calls and dirty money piling up in the 
drawer in his apartment. The taste of secondhand smoke, cum and salt permeating his mouth. 
Schlatt had started devaluing his fucking blow job skills. It was clear he wanted more. And 
when Schlatt had the gall to hand him seventy-five, and tell him, “It'll be 20, Wilbur, next 
time, unless you give me something fucking more.” 


“What?” Wilbur said. 


Schlatt gave him a dry look and huffed smoke into his face. “I want my dick in something 
tighter than your fucking mouth. I didn’t think it was possible, but I think I fucked your throat 
loose.” 


“That’s not how it works—” 


“Yours does.” 


“Whatever you say, baby,” Wilbur said. He’d started using pet names. Schlatt liked them. 
And Schlatt passing him a fiver was proof of that. Cunt. He offered Wilbur his cigarette to 
and Wilbur considered taking it. He held back. “I need more time.” 


“To what? Bleach your fucking ass?” Schlatt asked. They were sitting in Schlatt’s car, parked 
on a side street near Wilbur’s apartment. “You were one of those pussies who hated shots, 
weren’t you?” Schlatt said, unrolling the foil off a burrito he’d bought. Only for himself. 
Schlatt wasn’t generous enough to get sucked off and then buy both of them food. 


The businessman seemed to like his company, and Wilbur had stopped fighting him on it. If 
he asked to leave, Schlatt would give him the cold shoulder. And the cold shoulder meant no 
more money. 


Not that you’re using it. It’s burning a hole in that drawer. It’s its very own gravedigger. 
Maybe the hole has grown big enough for me. 


“T had a fear of blood,” Schlatt continued. “Fucking hated needles.” 


Wilbur wanted to ask if he could leave. Schlatt was giving him a headache. He spotted 
Quackity’s car and sunk further into his seat. Schlatt eyed him then the junk metal of a car 
that parked. “Who’s that?” Schlatt asked. 


“My roommate,” Wilbur said. 


Quackity was far enough way it wasn’t like he’d look back and see them, but Schlatt’s eyes 
fixated on him. Quackity exited his car, holding his phone to his ear, his backpack under his 
arm. 


“He has a good ass,” Schlatt murmured, taking a bite of his burrito. With a full mouth he said, 
“Ts he gay?” 


“T don’t know,” Wilbur lied. 


Schlatt swallowed his bite of the burrito and stubbed out his cigarette. He wiped his mouth 
off on a napkin and eyed his burrito. 


“Gross, there’s fucking cilantro in here and pico de gallo—fucking hate vegetables,” Schlatt 
muttered to himself. Wilbur eyed Schlatt, seeing his eyes still fixated on Quackity. The 
businessman caught his look and smirked. “Jealous?” Schlatt took another bite of his burrito. 
“Don’t worry sweet cheeks, I can’t handle two whores at once—too much to manage on my 
person finances. But in bed—once or twice in a while,” Schlatt waggled his eyebrows. “He’s 
shorter. I like height difference.” 


Wilbur shook his head. Their eyes were both drawn back to Quackity as he lowered the 
phone, someone approaching him. The man approaching him was beefy. Tall. Muscular. And 
clearly angry. It wasn’t their neighbor he’d pissed off. Schlatt whistled lowly and Wilbur felt 
the rats inside him beginning to squirm. Schlatt grew bored watching them argue, opening his 


phone to scroll through while eating his burrito and Wilbur’s eyes locked on the argument 
Quackity was having with the stranger. 


It was wrong to watch him like this. 
He’d made sure to keep Quackity out of his life. It was wrong to pry into his. 
You’re nothing but a dead man, sitting in filth. 


The rats burst out of him in a painful burst when the man grabbed Quackity’s arm, shouting 
in his face. Wilbur’s hand went to the door handle. Schlatt paused his eating, eyes going to 
him. “Where do you think you’re going?” Schlatt asked, his voice lower. 


Wilbur gestured towards Quackity, who despite the man’s grip on his arm was continuing to 
spit, his face screwed up in anger. 


“Eh,” Schlatt said. “Looks fine. Stay seated,” Schlatt said. 


“Fuck you,” Wilbur spat. He grabbed the car door handle and heard it lock. Schlatt took 
another bite of his burrito, pointedly staring into his phone. Wilbur glowered at him. Schlatt 
finished his bite, leveling Wilbur with a look. 


“In case you forgot who pays you, Wilbur,” Schlatt said, raising an eyebrow. “That?” Schlatt 
gestured to Quackity and the man, “Isn’t your business. Makes me a little insecure how 
fucking eager you are to get out there and mouth off to some man that’d snap you in half. 
This is why’—Schlatt took a bite of his burrito—‘I need—we need to do more. You clearly 
want to fucking get murdered. I think my dick could fill that hole in your chest.” 


“If my roommate dies, how the fuck do you think I’m paying my bills,” Wilbur said, but he 
released the door handle. The man Quackity was arguing with let go of him, crossing his 
arms. Quackity continued to gesticulate, his mouth running a mile a minute. 


“What the fuck do you do with the money I pay you? You have some sad addiction—like 
beanie babies?” Schlatt questioned. 


The car was silent except for Schlatt’s chewing, the foil and the pattering of his phone’s 
keyboard. Then, “You’re making my fucking lunch break miserable.” 


Wilbur swallowed the retort of, “Good,” and instead forced himself to do as Schlatt said 
—‘customer service.’ “I’ll work on my issues, Schlatt.” 


“Good,” Schlatt said. He crumpled up his foil. “Ask your roommate if he’s gay. I'll pay you 
enough to make you simper,” Schlatt murmured, “if you get him in this damn car.” Wilbur 
shook his head. Schlatt cocked his head. “Don’t believe me? Five-thousand if you can get his 
lips wrapped around my cock in the next two hours.” 


For a moment, Wilbur imagined he’s an awful person. He imagined going up to Quackity 
who is standing outside, a block away from their apartment next to his car, clearly rattled. 
The brutish man has walked off and Quackity is taking deep breaths, clutching his phone and 


bag. He looked on the verge of tears. Wilbur imagined using those skills he’d laid to rest. 
Cloying, honeyed words used at the club. He imagined Quackity listening. 


Sugary sweet saccharine songs—and he’d ruin someone else. 


Wilbur laughed, a harsh noise. “Too bad. He has a girlfriend,” Wilbur said, leaning his head 
back as Schlatt rolled his eyes. It was clear he knew Wilbur was lying, but Wilbur’s outright 
dismissal—still. There was an anger in Schlatt’s eyes for a moment. It wasn’t ‘no,’ but it 
bordered on it. 


“So? You did too,” Schlatt said petulant, but he let it go. He checked his smart watch. 
“Fucking—why is there a team meeting—why the fuck did they just add a team meeting— 
why the fuck do we need two meetings in—alright, you fucking waste of space. Out of my 
car. Throw away my trash while you’re at it.” Wilbur took his folded up burrito trash and an 
empty plastic cup, huffing as Schlatt checked his mirror. The door unlocked and Wilbur 
opened it, feeling a deep emptiness inside of him. 


“And one last thing, Wilbur.” 
“Yes, Schlatt,” Wilbur said, tired, but appeasing. 


“That—” Schlatt gestured to where Quackity had been. The man had walked off. Hopefully 
to their apartment. “Either you share it. Or don’t fucking touch it. There’s no between.” 


“T don’t think either of us get the privilege of touching it,” Wilbur said, half-snark, half 
reassurance. Schlatt slid on his sunglasses. His mouth set in a line. “But I’m only yours, 
Schlatt.” 


Chapter 5 


Chapter Notes 


i do condone cheating in math classes :) 


There’s a break in his existence as a ghost. Several breaks. 


The first came after he left Schlatt’s car and climbed the stairs to his apartment. Quackity was 
leaning his head against the door, not yet entered, breathing heavily. 


“Quackity?” Wilbur tried. 


The man flinched. He glanced to Wilbur, sighed and then flashed a smile. “Jesus, Wilbur— 
didn’t—gave me a heart attack.” Quackity fished his keys from his back pocket and opened 
the apartment door. “Sorry, was thinking.” 


Did he ask? Did he admit he saw something? Quackity had set his backpack down and 
dropped onto the couch, reaching for Beast despite the cat deciding it was done being on the 
couch, hopping onto a precarious stack of textbooks on the empty TV mantle. Quackity dug 
his hands into the fabric of the couch where it vacated, eyes drifting past the cat to the wall. 
Wilbur made his way inside. 


He chewed on the inside of his mouth as he closed the door behind him. “Quackity, I didn’t 
mean to—the other day. I didn’t—” Wilbur said, the words thick in his throat. 


“S’alright,” Quackity murmured. “Look, I get it. ve kind of crashed into your life—we 
hardly know each other. I’ve been told I can be clingy. I’m—if I’ve came onto you and that 
made you uncomfortable—” Quackity started rubbing his temples. 


“Not you, it’s me,” Wilbur said quickly. “You’ve—you ve been actually—I don’t know what 
I’d done if you hadn’t answered that ad,” Wilbur said, a small smile. He sat beside Quackity 
on the couch, nudging his leg. Despite the threat hanging from Schlatt’s words, despite he 
was sure was going to be another point of contention—he was greedy. 


He shouldn’t get close, but yet he wanted to feel close, to have at least a friend again. When 
most had been more hers than his by the end, it felt so long since he had his own. 


Quackity flashed a small, hesitant smile, but quickly hid it. He slapped Wilbur’s knee. 
“You’re just saying that to be nice.” 


“Am I?” Wilbur asked. Then, soft, “Are you okay?” 
“T will be. I have drama that needs sorted out, but hey,” Quackity shrugged. “That’s life.” 


Beast licked a paw atop the stack of textbooks and then stretched. The stack started to tip. 
The cat jumped to freedom and both men stared as the textbooks crashed to the floor. They 
stared longer at the mess caused by the cat as it skittered away to go hide elsewhere. 


“At least we have the cat,” Quackity said. 


“At least,” Wilbur said, even as Beast’s quiet meowing as it likely tore a hole into the carpet 
trying to get Wilbur’s bedroom door open again. 


The second break from his ghostly existence was at a slow peak in the coffee shop the next 
day. 


It was one of Tommy’s days off for summer school meaning Wilbur worked with one of the 
quieter employees that didn’t speak to him much. She was nice. Twice his age. Had an accent 
he couldn’t place. She worked better than Tommy, but the mornings passed slower without 
bickering with the teenager. 


The customer in line seemed to positively glow seeing Wilbur and it took him a second to 
recognize the man. “Wilbur! Hey, good to see you, mate!” 


“Hey, Phil!” Wilbur greeted. 


Phil had been his GTA in his past two English courses and a couple before that. They’d 
talked plenty. Phil had graduated late from his bachelor’s program too and lamented with 
Wilbur the struggles, they talked about shitty jobs, about—at the time—their shared 
experience with a long-term monogamous relationship with women from a different major 
than themselves, about class, about anything really. Phil had liked his writing ever since the 
man had to grade his paper at 2 a.m., because Wilbur submitted it late. 


His comment had been, “You’re lucky I was awake still, or ’'d have flagged it as incomplete. 
Besides that, phenomenal writing.” 


Wilbur had replied something cocky and trite and from there Phil had revealed his colors as 
someone hardly professional or snobbish with a reply of, “Don’t be a fucking cunt or I'll take 
back the grade.” Wilbur developed a classroom friendship with the GTA. The man had 
invited him to the less club-scene bars, the calmer ones the GTAs all seemed to frequent, and 
Wilbur had taken him up on it once or...well, five or eight times during the sports season. 


Those trips ended with him getting Phil piss drunk. Phil said for his own reputation as a GTA, 
Wilbur wasn’t going drinking with him again. 


Fond memories washed over him. “How’ve you been, Wil?” Phil asked. 


“Good, good,” Wilbur hummed. “I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.” 


Phil nodded. “Picking something up for the lady. I’m not much for these coffees, myself. Not 
at the moment, at least,” Phil said, reading off an order from his phone. 


“I’m not one for them either ever since I’ve been suffering the lovely work that is a barista 
downtown,” Wilbur said, ringing Phil up. He didn’t charge him for any of the extras. A small 
favor. 


“Yeah? I'd bet it’d be hell,” Phil sympathized. ““God knows I don’t miss the days working 
behind a till. Though, I do when I spend eight hours reading papers during finals. I think I 
gave someone an A just to save myself their five extra pages. I should have convinced the 
professor to adopt one of those syllabus disclaimers, ‘I won’t read anything past the page 
maximum,’” Phil lamented. He studied Wilbur’s face a moment, and said, ““How many 
classes left?” 


“Not many,” Wilbur said. “Three.” 


“You'll get there. In the meantime, if you’re really hating this place, I can put in a good word 
for you at the writing workshop,” Phil offered. “They pay decent, and you can work from 
your apartment. You had a good eye for grammar and syntax. If you sent me your resume I 
could speak highly of you. Or at least pretend you’re not a cunt,” Phil said, flashing him a 
winning smile. 


“T’ll make sure to sign my resume with ‘not a cunt,’ to save you the trouble,” Wilbur said 
with a laugh. He worked on Phil’s drink. He focused on the task to avoid the feeling bubbling 
inside him. Working elsewhere. Anywhere else. God. It’d look better, wouldn’t it? On a 
resume, in general...if he just worked somewhere other than here. It might even be enjoyable. 
“Though, I don’t know if I can take your offer. I am hoping they’!l provide my tuition 
assistance again; one perk to the miserable conditions.” 


“Hm...” Phil pondered. “What’s the minimum hour requirement?” 


“Twenty,” Wilbur supplied, and then realized what he’d admitted. He could work part-time 
here, part-time elsewhere—it didn’t have to be solely here. An escape. He waited on the 
blender, mulling it over. “God, Phil, you’re giving me too much to think about all of a 
sudden.” 


Phil laughed, easy. He put his hands in his pockets, shifting his wallet. The older man grinned 
at him again. Then, a thought dawned on him. “Oh, speaking of the lady. We’re engaged.” 


“Congrats!” Wilbur said, as Philza showed his own engagement band, a flush across his 
cheeks. “God, with how often you spoke of her, I knew you would.” Despite the smile he 
wore, Wilbur could feel the bitter curl in his chest. The, J thought I would propose to the 
woman I loved too at some point, lingering on his tongue. It was envy. Inappropriate. He 
suppressed it. 


“Yeah,” Phil said, ducking his head. “She beat me to the proposal, but I still got her a ring. 
We’re still working out the details on setting a date for the wedding—she has a lot of 
coursework to finish still with her master’s degree, but after—you still have my phone 
number, yeah? I’1l send you an invite.” 


“T do. ’'d love to come. Would you let me tell any of the bar stories—” Wilbur started, 
swallowing his own bitter feelings and hiding behind a teasing note. 


“God, no—fuck no. Wilbur, you’d embarrass me,” Phil said, shaking his head. He opened his 
phone as Wilbur poured the drink, drizzling it lazily. “What was the last message I even sent 
you—ah. You never replied, what gives?” Phil asked. He meant it lightly. It was a joke more 
than a demand, but Wilbur’s jaw tightened. 


For a moment, his hand gripped the cup. It brought back unbidden thoughts and memories 
and a taste in his mouth. Four months ago. The start of the break-up, or maybe it was the 
climax of the break-up. The break-up hadn’t been one single exchange that ended their 
relationship. It’d been a series of events. 


It felt both like eons ago, an event that happened before the world was created and 
simultaneously yesterday. He’d been torn into a new man. The creation of his new self 
happened in those events, in those moments, but he hadn’t known it. His clinical depression 
had been the cause, the reason—he knew it. Three years into their relationship, somewhere 
something in him had reached a breaking point. Wilbur knew withdrawing from another class 
should have been a sign, the slipping GPA, but he’d ignored it. Went out as always. To the 
bars. To the parties. 


One night, he’d had a paranoid breakdown while drunk, said things he shouldn’t have. She’d 
made him take a taxi home. The text next day. 


You scared me. 


Wilbur had gone to therapy. Had gone to the stiff doctor’s office that smelt of mothballs and 
lavender and rattled off answers to questions that took not much into account, had taken the 
prescription and shoved it in his pocket. Had paid for it, unquestioningly. It’d cost a decent 
amount, but it was for her. 


Maybe that was the final straw for her. Even if he tried to improve. He’d succeeded. He did 
better. But it wasn’t enough for her, was it? 


You still scare me. 


Wilbur knew what the moments looked like. The ones where his drunken fun dipped into 
something sour, something awful—where he’d crave for something to end him and he’d tell 
her. He didn’t know what he wanted from her. Reassurance? For her to reason with him? It 
was selfish and the more he said things he shouldn’t say, the more she began to withdraw. 


Until. 


I’m tired of being scared, Wilbur. She’d told him. We go out every weekend, and I dont know 
half-the-time what state you'll end up in. He’d been doing better, he reasoned. The 
reoccurrences were becoming less frequent. He was drinking less. He’d been doing better in 
classes. 


You’re four semesters late to graduate and I dont think you’re taking this—our relationship, 
our future, me—seriously. 


What was she saying? 
We ’re breaking up. 


Phil had sent him a message, asking how his finals were going. Wilbur had ended up 
withdrawing from another class after she left. Phil had asked if he wanted to grab a coffee. 


“She broke up with me,” Wilbur said finally, handing Phil his coffee. The man’s eyes met his. 
“Around then. Haven’t felt like doing much,” Wilbur summarized. Phil’s smile fell, a note of 
worry, a note of pity. 


“I’m sorry, Wil,” Phil said. “I know she...sorry, mate.” 
“Don’t be,” Wilbur said. “It’s my fault.” 


A sigh. Phil took the coffee. A moment of unwelcome silence that neither knew how to 
break. Then, “The offer still stands. We should hang out more. I know I’m a bit old,” they 
both snickered at that, “but I’d trust you at the pub again. So as long as you accept I won’t be 
drinking.” 


“Ah,” Wilbur laughed, the sound feeling hollow in his ears. ““Where’s the fun in that then?” 
Phil snorted. 


“The fun,” Phil said, gesturing with his free hand, “is I drive you home and if you’re good, 
Pll bring my Switch over, you cunt. I’ve seen you wave those windmill arms—I don’t want 
to lose my Switch during Smash to your waving.” 


Phil was proof not every part of his life had been intertwined with hers. Wilbur tapped his 
fingers on the counter, dodging a sticky splotch taking up a portion. “That sounds delightful, 
Phil.” 


“It'll be good to get out. I know how break ups can be,” Phil sympathized. “’Sides, I might as 
well show you to Kristin, I griped about your papers a few too many times. She jokingly says 
who’s the ‘son’ I adopted with the habit of waxing about death and trains.” 


“Be lovely to meet her proper,” Wilbur said, digging his nail into the splotch on the counter. 
He could feel Phil’s expression shifting. Neither were looking at the other, but he could feel 
the way Phil’s energy fell. A hint of concern. Pity. 


“Take care, Wilbur. Again, send me your resume. I can’t guarantee you an escape from this, 
but it’s worth a shot,” Phil said, waving him a goodbye. Wilbur returned it, but when Phil left 
his arm fell and so did the weight in his throat, to his chest where it sunk in. 


There was still a world beyond the borders of the coffee shop, and he could rejoin it. Yet it 
felt like it was a million miles away, and far too many steps. Wilbur sunk against the counter, 
grabbing the rag to clean at the ever-appearing spot. Like blood, it seemed to stain the 
surface, reappearing to mock him of his past mistakes. 


Out damned spot! 


Pattern break number three. It was hard to be a ghost when Tommy wouldn’t stop 
acknowledging him. 


The next day brought with it: Tommy. He’d ended up buying the teenager the bus pass and 
Tommy repaid it by being far more talkative than Wilbur ever asked him to be. The teenager 
told him far too much. About his classwork, about his friends, about ‘women,’ and sparingly, 
his home life. 


The gory details of whatever Tommy went through at home had to be parsed out through the 
vague comments. And even still—Wilbur wasn’t sure he had a full picture. The rest of 
Tommy’s existence, however, was entirely dumped into his lap. 


Wilbur had learned Tommy hung around a kid named Tubbo, who was as Tommy put it—an 
introvert who without Tommy would have been eaten alive. There was some exaggeration 
there, since the other times Tommy mentioned Tubbo, it was to complain Tubbo chose to 
hang out with another child more, Ranboo. Tommy liked talking about ‘women,’ but rather 
than any in particular, it seemed to be a general homogenous mixture of what ‘women’ could 
entail. Wilbur did nothing to dissuade his odd or fantastical ideas about it all. He was mostly 
sure Tommy wasn’t entirely serious. There was a few times Tommy would admit to finding a 
girl cute at school, and Wilbur would home in on the words and tease him mercilessly. 
Despite his bravado, ‘women’ were a mysterious beast for Tommy. 


The most common topic was school. 
“We’re both remedial students,” Tommy told him. 
“T’m in University,” Wilbur corrected. 


“Yeah, but you’re behind too—which makes us the same,” Tommy said, sticking out his 
tongue. 


“T don’t think so,” Wilbur said. Tommy huffed. 

“You’re not better than me,” Tommy said. 

“Tam,” Wilbur insisted. “At least I remember to put on deodorant—” 
“T put on deodorant...I think. I sprayed on Axe—” 

“God, Tommy, not the same,” Wilbur snorted. 


They were midway into their shift, using the downtime to clean. Or rather Wilbur was. 
Tommy was standing around, scrolling through his phone. His parents had finally returned it 
after a little over two weeks. Tommy had taken his suggestion to heart, mugging the café’s 
public wi-fi to write on a document to his friend. Wilbur didn’t care enough to drag Tommy 


out of his phone to make him work. It hadn’t been a hellish day and he could clean on his 
own. 


“Wilbur?” Tommy asked. 
“Hm?” Wilbur asked. 


“Can I have your email?” Tommy asked, peering down at him where he was stooped stocking 
coffee cups. 


“No,” Wilbur said without a thought. 


“Why? I won’t bug you with stupid questions or things,” Tommy promised. “Though I will 
send you memes.” 


“T considered ‘yes’ for a moment, but now more resolutely no,” Wilbur said, standing. 
Tommy pouted. He held out his phone in Wilbur’s direction as he walked past. 


“C’mon, Wilbur. What if I have an emergency?” Tommy pleaded. He slapped Wilbur’s arm 
with his phone, incessantly as Wilbur jotted down a list of things that needed stocked. 
Tommy stood far too close, in his personal space, slapping his phone rhythmically against 
Wilbur’s arm. Wilbur eyed him, annoyed. 


“And how would I help?” Wilbur asked. 
“T don’t know. We’re friends,” Tommy said. 


“We’re not friends,” Wilbur corrected. He gave up, retreating to the stock room and Tommy 
spared a look at the door, then followed him. “Watch the counter,” Wilbur hissed at the teen. 


“If someone robs us, that’s on their conscience,” Tommy dismissed. He leaned in the 
doorway, watching Wilbur. “What do you mean we’re not friends?” 


“I’m not your friend, Tommy,” Wilbur repeated. 
“Youre my friend,” Tommy insisted. 
“You’re not mine.” 


“Why?” Tommy questioned. “I think we’re good friends and you don’t want to admit it,” 
Tommy decided. He nudged Wilbur’s foot with his own. “And since we’re friends, you 
should give me your email.” 


“No,” Wilbur said. 


Tommy sighed, loud and exaggerated and returned to the counter. Wilbur paused where he 
was pulling relevant boxes and glanced to the teenager. He was shifting from foot to foot, 
pointedly staring out towards the door, tapping his phone against the palm of his opposite 
hand. 


Would it really be so awful if he gave the teenager his email? He didn’t even check his email. 


He stood holding his supplies. “All-right, you’ve guilted me into it. P'1l jot down my email 
after I put down these boxes,” Wilbur said, huffing. Tommy brightened and took some of the 
boxes, helping Wilbur set them down. He eagerly shoved his phone into Wilbur’s hands. 


“Do not email me memes,” Wilbur said, typing his email into the google document Tommy 
had it open to. 


“T’m not emailing you—I’m using a document,” Tommy corrected. “They’ ll only be good 
memes.” 


“No memes,” Wilbur said, finger poised on the backspace button. “Or I’m taking back my 
email.” 


“One meme a day?” Tommy tried. Wilbur snorted and rolled his eyes. Tommy snatched his 
phone back in his moment of weakness. “Sike, I’m sending as many as I want.” 


“T don’t check my email,” Wilbur admitted. Tommy groaned. 


“Oh, c’mon. You have to now or else you’re being a dick,” Tommy said, pocketing his phone. 
He punched Wilbur’s arm weakly. “Pussy.” 


“Child,” Wilbur retorted. He shrugged Tommy off, nudging the teenager towards the counter. 
“Tl check once a day. Behave.” 


“You'll check more when you realize my comedic genius,” Tommy promised. 


“No, I won’t,” Wilbur said, but he was smiling. Tommy grinned back at him. 


But the break ends. It always does. 


“Good morning, Wilbur Soot 
We are sorry to inform you, but your tuition assistance request has been denied. To—”’ 


The rest of the words blurred. Wilbur gripped the edge of his laptop, stared into the email, 
and then closed the laptop. Thud. It was only for a few moments because no. He couldn’t let 
it go at that. He scrolled to the contact information, the appeal email—a phone number. 


No, no, no—this couldn t be it. 
But it was for nothing. The phone helpline laid it out clear and dry. 


Wilbur paced as he held his phone up to his ear, his fingers digging into the back of his neck 
where he gripped his neck with his other hand, nails leaving red marks. 


“The satisfactory-academic progress measurement, or SAP for short, requires you finish your 
degree program within 3-6 years,” the person on the other end read off of a clearly provided 
list of answers. “You’ve hit the maximum time we allow. We provide exceptions for military, 
medical emergencies, family issues—a variety of outstanding circumstances on a case-by- 
case basis.” There was a pause and Wilbur sucked in a breath, tilting his head back. His nails 
dug into his skin further. 


“T’ve had a medical issue—” 


“The situation you outlined in your appeal, I’m sorry, doesn’t qualify. Unless you have a 
doctor’s note, multiple really, as advised in the appeal section—” 


“What can I do?” Wilbur begged. He wondered for a moment if they were paid enough either. 
The person who took his call already sounded stressed too. Their voice didn’t offer sympathy 
or pity, only another wave of irritation, of someone who’d taken calls like his all day and 
didn’t have any emotion left to give. 


“As outlined in the appeal section,” they stressed. ““We accept doctor’s note, hospitalization 
records—any of the qualifying documents listed.” 


“And if I don’t have those?” Wilbur said, but he knew the answer. 
“T’m sorry.” They weren’t. “Then we cannot consider the appeal.” 


Wilbur dropped his hand from his neck. He shook his head, snarling at no one; his lips curled 
into a dark grimace and then he nodded. “Okay. Okay. Thank-you,” Wilbur said. “Have a 
good day.” 


One last, “I’m sorry.” Then. “Before you go, would you like to take an optional exit survey 
—” Wilbur hung up, slipping his phone into his pocket. He reeled for a moment, burying his 
hands in his hair. The moment passed and he closed his laptop. 


He had to budget for that now. He had to pay out of pocket for classes or find a loan that 
wasn’t predatory enough it’d leave him worse off. But it was too much to think about. Wilbur 
flopped onto the couch, taking sharp, troubled breaths as he tried to calm down. It wasn’t the 
end of the world. He had more income now. 


But at what cost? 


He hadn’t spent any yet. He should go count it up. Maybe it’d be enough. He had three 
classes in the fall. It would be 3500. 


The number twisted in his gut and Wilbur took a deep breath. He’d manage. It was fine. It 
was fine. 


It’s too much. You need to do more. 


More? 


Wilbur’s fingers lingered over his phone. With a heavy breath he pulled his hand away. 
Focus. Focus on the moment. But he couldn’t. He reopened his laptop and checked his email 
again. Willing it. Wanting it. Be a mistake. Please. 


But it wasn’t. 


Wilbur’s eyes were drawn to the other unread emails. Most offers for things he’d given his 
email to. But sitting with a star next to it since it was a human sender—Tommy. Wilbur felt a 
flicker of emotion—he wasn’t sure what? He wanted to say it was annoyance. But it didn’t 
feel like annoyance. It felt warm. He clicked it and opened the document. 


It was in fact memes. Three had been posted on the document so far. A few deep-fried images 
with distortions like, ‘when women’ with no punchline, a Hamilton reference, and ‘girl u 
may be imaginary but my love for u is crippling pls send help.’ Wilbur deleted all from the 
document and replaced it with a picture of sand. 


Tommy’s avatar flickered on in the document. His cursor moved beneath the sand. 
“What?” 

“Dinner,” Wilbur commented. 

“LMAO.” 


There was a pause, and a few words typed out that were hastily backspaced by Tommy 
before, “How are you, Wilbur? You like my memes?” 


“No.” 


“You do.” A pause. The cursor flickering for a moment. “Wilbur, can I have advice?” Tommy 
didn’t wait for a ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ He continued on a new line. 


That was backspaced after a moment and replaced with. 


(T3 i s 9 . 3 


Backspace. Replace. 


“Wilbur, I’m stupid.” 


Wilbur sighed. He leaned on one arm and thought then let his fingers fly across the keyboard. 
“T failed my math classes my Freshman and Sophomore year of Uni—or I would have. I 
googled the answers to my assignments because I didn’t understand. I still don’t.” 


understand” Backspaced. And replaced. “Fheteacher-deesn-ttikeme— Backspaced. 
Replaced. “I don’t know what I did wrong.” 


Wilbur felt that. He knew the pain—everyone did. Everyone knew the pain of submitting 
assignments and it being flagged as wrong. This question to self-worth. Where did you go 
wrong? Did you not try enough? Do you not understand? It was a constant struggle. 


But more he understood exactly what Tommy felt on worthlessness. To be sitting in a class, 
trying to follow the power point as it moved on before you finished writing the notes, raising 
your hand to ask, but it being missed or being ignored. Over-time giving up on asking, 
because you don’t know anymore where you’re lost. 


The teacher’s desk—professor’s desk—looms at the front where there’s other students who 
chat easy and cordially and use grip the backpack strap, and consider going up there, but the 
questions you can hear the others’ asking seem more meaningful or conversational, you’ll 
feel like an idiot to ask yours. So, you don’t. 


“How’s your other class going?” Wilbur asked. 


Tommy didn’t know what to make of that for a moment. His cursor hovering. Then, “It’s 


eaek Thad an A. It’s a B now. EE GRASS Ment te isla 


TeeLepaecli up ati the ae Sa B now.’ 

“Your grade in that one is good,” Wilbur idly commented. 
“Not really,” Tommy replied quick. “It’s a B. It was an A.” 
“Tt’s not an F.” 

“Tt’s not an A.” 

“What’s your grade in the math class?” 


“C, bordering on D,” Tommy typed. Wilbur considered what Tommy had been writing. 
Tommy was catastrophizing; someone kept putting too much weight on his school work. “Hs 


goinste-setwerse, because _dor-tunderstand” Tommy backspaced that comment mere 


milliseconds after he wrote it. 


Wilbur was growing annoyed with the backspacing. “Tommy. Stop backspacing.” He was 
able to read what Tommy wrote anyway. 


“Sorry. Just cutting out the unnecessary shit.” 


Wilbur wanted to call it out as something else. Something worse. Tommy was clearly 
insecure about the class. But. He didn’t. Instead. 


“Post your math problems here. I’m rotten at math, but I can look up the answers for you.” 


“That’s cheating.” 


Despite his comment, Tommy snapped slightly blurry pictures of his math worksheet. Wilbur 
stared at the math. It was somewhat familiar. He tabbed over to another tab and googled the 
problems and stared at the explanations for how to solve it. Stared longer. Then with a sigh, 
he began to read. 


Two hours later, Tommy finished the math problems—without cheating, unless Wilbur and 
him trying and failing miserably to recall formulas and googling them was cheating. Wilbur 
hated how this actually calmed him down from his own problems and his head was 
swimming with math he hadn’t thought about for 4 years. 


“T don’t understand it all, but it makes sense, I guess. Least the inequalities do now,” Tommy 
typed. “Think this is first time I’ve done homework early in 300000 years.” 


“Dertaskinedematheveragait I have a migraine now,” Wilbur said, but then backspaced 
the first part. Tommy caught that. 


“You want to be my math tutor, Wiltby—” Backspaced, corrected to, “Wilbur?” 


“No,” Wilbur said. “But if you need it and I have time I can try,” Wilbur replied. A sigh. He 
stretched his back where craning over his laptop had hurt and glanced at the clock on the 
comer of his laptop. Quackity was usually home by now from work, but the man must have 
had other things to do. 


“Thanks, Wilbur,” Tommy typed. Then. “I think I’m going to lose my phone again.” A 
meme. A crying cat. Another meme. A picture of a crying cat and WASTED superimposed on 
top along with red. Wilbur didn’t know what to reply and after a moment, Tommy’s cursor 
blinked off—the avatar in the top of the document vanishing. Wilbur closed the document. 


The apartment felt darker and more sinister. A look at his phone. No messages from 
Quackity. It was odd. He was always home around this time. Maybe he depended on 
Quackity having a stable schedule. Wilbur stood, cracking his back and padded over to his 
apartment door. 


He glanced out the peephole and saw at the start of the staircase Quackity and someone 
arguing. Quackity, even through the blurry peephole and at a distance was clearly upset. 
Again. Who was this person? Wilbur reached for his keys and then thought better and 
grabbed his wallet and put on shoes too. Make it look like he’d only been leaving, not 
snooping. 


“_EFn serio? Déjame en paz!” Quackity spat. “No tengo” —the man started interrupting him. 
“No tengo nada de dinero!” 


“Me lo debes, puta,” The man said, raising his voice. “Después todo lo que he hecho por ti, 
me parece lo menos que podrias hacer.” 


““Chupame la verga!” Quackity hollered. The man only grew angrier and Wilbur neared, 
drawing both of their attention. Their eyes went to him. Quackity’s with clear agitation and 
worry, the man with a distant annoyance. The man stepped aside for Wilbur to pass, but 
Wilbur didn’t move. Instead, he kept his gaze on the man. 


“Quackity, who’s your friend?” Wilbur asked. 


“None of your business,” the man switched easily to English. Then reconsidered. “Actually, 
you know what?” The man turned his gaze to Wilbur. “You his new squeeze? His new—” 


“Wilbur—” 


“He’s a fucking vampire,” the man spat. “Suck you dry of all your money. He owes me 
seven-hundred fucking dollars.” A look of disgust towards Quackity. “Might want to keep 
your hand on your wallet. He’ll steal it while he’s feeling you up—” 


“Shut the fuck up,” Quackity spat. He looked between Wilbur and the man, desperate. 
“Wilbur, can you just—” 


“He doesn’t want you to hear that he’s a thief,” the man interrupted again. Wilbur looked at 
the man. He was older than he and Quackity, but not overly so. He’d say early to mid 30’s. 
His hair was receding some, but not that bad. He smelt of tobacco and car oil, but he wore a 
clean jacket despite the messy jeans. He was Wilbur’s height, but he was far broader. The 
man returned his surveying gaze. A snort. “This one normally goes for men too old for him.” 


“Fuck off,” Quackity said again, but he was losing venom. He looked like he wanted to leave. 
“T told you I could pay you back partially when I could and digitally. Stop coming around—” 


“I’m not using no fucking digital app,” the man said, gesturing to Quackity. “You stole it in 
cash. I want it back in cash. I don’t trust digital—” 


“Here,” Wilbur spat. He didn’t know why he did it. He needed the money. He only had a 
month before school began. A month before that bill. But he pulled out his wallet, thumbed 
out the four-hundred in it—the rest buried somewhere in his dresser. “That’s four-hundred. 
We’ ll get the rest to you later.” 


The man looked at the money outstretched in his hand, shook his head, but took it, thumbing 
through it before lifting the hundred to the light to check its authenticity. Satisfied, he 
snorted. “Fucking whipped. Your loss, man. He’s not worth it.” His gaze turned from Wilbur 
to Quackity. “Don’t think you’re clear. I expect the rest, puta,” the man said, his gaze turning 
to Quackity, but for the moment, the man slunk off, his feet heavy on the stairs. 


Neither Wilbur or Quackity spoke to each for a moment and Quackity shakily reached for the 
vape in his jeans. He pulled it out and took a hit, his eyes sliding off of Wilbur and to the 
wall. “You didn’t have to do that.” 


“T know,” Wilbur said. He looked at Quackity’s face. The man looked stressed to the point of 
tears. Strained. Whatever this situation was, it’d been eating at him for a while. “That’s your 
ex, isn’t it.” 


“Yeah,” Quackity admitted softly. “I got with him when I was too fucking young,” Quackity 
said with a sigh. He coughed, checked the vape pen then shoved it back into his pocket. He 
shouldered his backpack then said. “Were you actually leaving or—” 


“No,” Wilbur admitted. “I saw and...” He trailed off. They stood there, an awkward silence 
taking over them. Quackity took a shaky breath, then shot Wilbur a small smile. He nudged 
Wilbur. 


“Come on then, let’s head back in.” Then quieter, “Thanks. I...thanks.” 


Wilbur unlocked the door for the both of them and they separated in the apartment, Wilbur 
finding himself unsure of what to do with himself and Quackity unpacking his backpack and 
plugging in his laptop. His eyes went to Wilbur a few times before he let out a frustrated 
noise. 


“Fuck, I have to explain this, don’t I?” Quackity asked. Wilbur raised his hands in surrender 
with a shrug, heading to his room. It was getting late. He might try to sleep. To not think 
about the debt piling up around his ears. But Quackity stopped him, grabbing Wilbur’s arm 
before letting go abruptly. “Look, I’m not proud of what I did, but I’m not—I’Il never steal 
shit from you.” 


Wilbur sighed. He felt emotionally exhausted. It was the math. It was the feeling of giving up 
the money and hearing the screaming. It was like he was giving away pieces of himself and it 
was taking a toll. “Quackity, you don’t have to explain anything,” Wilbur waved away. He 
didn’t want to hear. He didn’t want to know. 


He did. 


A fleeting, sudden thought. J won t be around long enough to care, Quackity. Wilbur 
swallowed hard, turning his head as he felt unbidden tears and he chased the thought away. It 
was nothing. 


“T do. Fuck, Wilbur. You’re too fucking nice,” Quackity said, dragging a hand over his face. 
He leaned against the kitchen counter, Beast emerging to rub against his legs. “That original 
money I gave you...I stole it from my ex.” Wilbur kept his expression neutral, but he wasn’t 
too sure how he felt. “And Beast. I stole Beast. The cat liked me more anyway.” The cat 
m’rowed at the mention of its name and Quackity stooped to pick it up, dealing with the cat’s 
mild struggling before it relaxed and let him pet it. 


“I’m guessing he isn’t happy you stole that money,” Wilbur said diplomatically. 


“No shit,” Quackity said, huffing out a hit off his vape. “He told me to pay him back with 
interest or I’d...live to regret it.” Beast blinked between them from Quackity’s hold. The cat 
tilted its head to stare at Quackity, then to Wilbur. Wide, innocent eyes. It slowly blinked after 
a moment. Quackity made a face at the cat, a small cooing face. It ignored him. Quackity 
gave up. “What I gave you wasn’t even all of what I took off him, but god—TI paid rent, I paid 
for so much shit when I dated him—even though I was like seven years younger. I didn’t 
have jack to my name when I left, so I found his stash and took it,” Quackity said, his voice 
dropping low and venomous. A sigh. “Fuck, if you don’t want to live with a thief, that’s fine. 
I’m not going to—I just needed out, man.” 


Wilbur’s first thought was not a good one. It was something along the lines of, [f you steal 
from me, so be it. I’m not long for this world anyway. His second thought was only mildly 


better. The money I have laying around deserves to be stolen—I cant stand the sight of it. 
“Quackity, I don’t think I’m any better man to judge you,” Wilbur said, but he heard it in his 
own voice. He did mistrust Quackity now. It was 


Or rather Wilbur was used to being hurt at this point, and this was another set up. Quackity 
nodded to himself. “I owed him seven-hundred dollars. You, fuck Wilbur, you gave him— 
I’m fucking glad, but I didn’t expect you to. I was hoping to convince the stupid fucker to 
give me three months—maybe, maybe I can squeeze it then, but god—he’s been sending his 
friends around. I told him not to bother you or the apartment, but he’s going to be fucking...” 
Quackity sighed. “I’m sorry. You’ve been nothing, but kind and I’m—fuck.” 


He had roughly a thousand dollars from Schlatt left. If he really wanted to, he could just give 
it to Quackity. It wasn’t like he was going to make enough tuition in a month. It wasn’t like 
the money was clean. He didn’t know what to say to Quackity. 


At least Quackity’s hands were cleaner. 


Cleaner hands than his. Least Quackity never stole money from a mentally-ill mother. And 
what had Wilbur stolen it for? The first time he drank in high school. Or stealing Xanax from 
her bottle—she never took it anymore—who was he to judge? 


Wilbur took a deep breath. “Don’t worry. I have...I have extra money.” 
“Wilbur, I can’t take—” 


“Take it,” Wilbur said. “I don’t have a use for it. Not really.” He ducked into his room, 
unfolded fifteen twenties from where he had them shoved messily at the bottom of his 
drawers. He held it out for Quackity who stared at him. 


Quackity took it, but he held the bills as if they were seconds from burning, from scalding his 
fingers. After a moment, he shook his head. He handed half of it back, shuddering. He took a 
deep breath. “Wilbur, I saw you were in that sports car,” Quackity confessed. “I saw it the 
other day when I came to grab a textbook I forgot.” 


“And?” Wilbur questioned, his voice darkening. 
Quackity glanced at the bills. At Wilbur. “Is it drug money or...?” 


“Does it matter?” Wilbur asked, feeling torn open. He hadn’t realized he wasn’t the only one 
watching the other. 


“Jesus, fuck—I really know how to find trustworthy men. Thank-you, but Jesus fucking 
Christ,” Quackity said, shaking his head. “You don’t even know if I’m telling the fucking 
truth.” He was babbling, seeming nervous. ““You—you don’t want something in return for 
this?” 


“No,” Wilbur snapped. The implication. No. No. Schlatt’s words and he shrunk back more. 
He took a deep breath to calm himself, all too aware he was growing upset when the cat 
shrunk in Quackity’s arms. He forced himself to calm down. “No. I’m—It’s fine.” Quackity 


put down Beast, letting the cat scamper off and crossed to Wilbur, trying to gently grab his 
arm but Wilbur withdrew. 


“Wilbur, are you okay—” 


“T’m fine, Quackity. I’ve had a long day. I’m going to bed,” Wilbur said, stepping further 
away. He saw Quackity’s confusion, his earnest worry and fear he’d ruined their tenuous and 
still new friendship, but Wilbur closed the door to his bedroom quick, banishing the image. 
He shoved the twenties he’d been handed back into his drawer and retreated to his bed, 
shoving his head into his pillow. 


It was all too much. 


His phone chimed with a notification, the only notification he let pass through to be audible. 
Schlatt’s. God, not now. 


Yes now. That’s your only way of getting extra money, Wilbur. Wilbur opened the message. 
“Tomorrow, 6 pm?” 
Wilbur replied quickly. “Yes.” 


A beat. Schlatt started typing. Wilbur watched, feeling his chest sinking. It felt like there was 
an anchor on his back, burying him into his bed. “Quick for once. Want my juicy dick up your 
ass?” 


Wilbur swallowed. A sigh. More and more of himself to give. “Fuck me, Schlatt. I want it,” 
Wilbur texted. 


And maybe he did now. Because might as well. Experience everything once before the end. 
Or maybe it’d pay enough it’d only take a few times, only take a few moments—then he’d 
have enough to deal with school. And he could step back. He could step away. 


“Fuck.” A single word response. Schlatt obviously hadn’t expected him to agree. Wilbur had 
to reread the text twice. “You finally letting me put it in the butt?” What a goddamn childish 
fucking response, Wilbur’s depression spiral was cut off and he stared at the fucking stupid 
response. For a moment, for a moment—it didn’t make the world a better place, but it was 
such a stupid response he couldn’t take his situation seriously. 


And strangely, that was what made his chest start to heave with unshed tears. The narrative 
he’d been concocting in his head of his existence unraveled some. Maybe those breaks 
weren’t as temporary as he thought. He didn’t feel like a ghost. He felt painfully human. He 
felt painfully made aware of his existence as a full person in that moment. A full person 
being pinned to his bed by what felt like the weight of the world. 


“Yeah,” Wilbur texted. 


Schlatt responded with a meme. 


Wilbur turned his phone off and stared at the ceiling. After a moment, he started crying. Soft, 
slow tears sliding over his cheeks as he drew his hand to his mouth to muffle the noise. 


Chapter 6 


The anxiety about what's to come ate at him his entire shift. It felt like a pendulum swinging 
closer and closer, the blade skimming his scalp, his brain and slicing open his skin. The 
morning hit a point of misery so deep, when the scalding hot coffee spilled on his arm he 
wordlessly stopped making the drink, walked past his manager, into the cooler and 
screamed. 


"Wilbur, I hate to say this, but like—It's bad enough I can't not say anything," Puffy muttered 
to him. She tugged the bagged pastries out of his hand. "Come on, to the office. Tommy can 
handle it for ten minutes." 


"No, I can't," Tommy said, eavesdropping. Puffy shot him a look. The store was empty, and 
he'd been sulking without his phone all morning. Wilbur knew exactly why, but he had his 
own problems to deal with; he couldn't deal with his. 


Puffy gently took his wrist and dragged him.to the office. "Hey, deep breaths. Look at me." 
"I'm not hyperventilating," Wilbur said, pointedly. 


"You're hardly breathing at all. You could pass as a dead man," Puffy said. She closed the 
door behind them. "Spill. You're sullen usually, but not this quiet. You've been zoning out." 


Wilbur felt distant from his body. He rubbed his arms. "It's whatever, Puffy." 


"No, it isn't. Wilbur... You're starting to space out a lot and it's worrying..." She trailed off 
when he looked away. She tucked stray hair behind her ears. She shifted her weight to her 
heels and leaned against the eggshell-colored walls. She had to look up at Wilbur, but her 
eyes felt weighted with emotion, enough he felt crushed beneath her. "Hey, I know this place 
sucks. When you leave here, I'll write you a damned good reference letter. But promise me 
you'll hold it together until then or tell someone, it doesn't have to be me, if it's coming 
apart." 


Wilbur hated she saw through him. He crossed his arms and shrugged. His eyes were 
studying the dents in the wall, "I promise." But there was a practically a neon sign above his 
head giving him away: he was lying. They stood there, the whir of the air conditioner and a 
rickety fan filling the void. Puffy nodded to herself and pursed her lips, but she didn't touch 
the matter much further. 


"I can send you home early if it'll help. It's a slow day," Puffy prompted. 
"I'm fine, Puffy," Wilbur insisted. 
"Did you at least use burn spray?" Puffy questioned. "For your arm?" 


He'd ran it under cold water. Wilbur nodded. Puffy didn't believe him and handed him the 
bottle. He took it, daintily spraying it on his arm. She smiled. It faded when he didn't return 


it. 


"Alright, out there before Tommy steals the cash drawer and makes a new life for himself," 
Puffy said. She remained in the office, settling into the chair to do paperwork. 


Tommy was leaning on the counter, eyes fixed on Wilbur as he exited. Wilbur didn't meet his 
gaze. He turned to see what needed stocked or cleaned instead. 


"Oh, now I know you're in a right mood," Tommy said. "Come on, big man. My life sucks, 
and yours must too, but usually you're far more vocal about it. All quippy and on the bite." 
Tommy glanced to make sure there weren't customers before he crossed to Wilbur and tugged 
the towel he was reaching for out of reach. "What's got you down?" 


"Tommy, if you're going to hamper my cleaning, then please do so without talking," Wilbur 
said, grabbing a different towel and stepping around Tommy. 


"We're pals, Wilbur. Frankly my life's problems are rather tiresome, and I think I'd like to 
hear yours for once. This could be our substitute therapy session; my parents say I'm too 
young for therapy." 


Wilbur ignored him as he continued and scrubbed at the stubborn mix of syrup and espresso 
and coffee grounds mixed under a machine. The motion of scrubbing the counter blurred 
together, the room feeling gray and his mind churning into a buzz. A spray of wet cleaner hit 
his side. He looked up with murder in his eyes. 


Tommy gestured with the cleaning bottle. "You really have been spacing. I listened in. That 
door isn't very thick." 


“Stop,” Wilbur growled, turning his back to Tommy. 
“Wilbur—” 


Wilbur snapped. He didn't want to be drilled into, he didn't want to keep giving up pieces of 
himself and he didn't want to hear Tommy's fucking voice. He spun towards Tommy with a 
death grip on the towel. 


"Tommy Innit, there are times I think if you died my life would be far better; a lot of people's 
life would be far better," Wilbur spat. “Shut up and stop trying to get others to pay attention 
to you. Why don’t you fucking off yourself?” 


He regretted it nearly instantaneous. He hadn't really meant it. Not about Tommy. It was more 
about— 


Tommy's mouth fell, his words falling to a stutter than silence. He swallowed. The verbose 
teen had no words. Tommy took a step back and lowered the cleaning bottle. A shaky breath 
and Tommy reached the back of his hand up to the tears forming in his eyes. 


Wilbur had meant it more about himself. 


Wilbur felt frozen. The office door hadn't closed when he left, yet he was startled out of his 
skin by Puffy's hand on his arm. 


"Clock out and go home, Wilbur. It's not a request anymore," Puffy said. 
"I..." Wilbur started. He had no defense. He felt dazed. Off. Distant. Drowning. 


"You're not being written up. I just...it's better if you go home right now," Puffy said. 
"Please." 


Wilbur nodded. He clocked out, punching in his pin, and slogging over to grab his bag. He 
glanced back and saw Tommy wave off Puffy and take a deep breath, swallowing whatever 
tears he had. When she tried to talk to him, he only nodded and gave a forced laugh. The 
longer Wilbur watched, the worst he felt. 


He left quickly. 
The bus ran late. 
And as he always did... 


He thought about stepping in front of the bus as it barely gave itself enough room to stop, 
screeching to a halt. 


Wilbur could imagine his body folding, breaking, and crumbling. Battered against the 
ground. Blood oozing from cuts. Brain dead silent. 


He took a shaky breath and stepped on the bus. 

The ride passed. Detached. He nearly missed his stop. 

Nothing makes sense until he’s standing in front of his mirror, staring at himself. 
What’s wrong with him? 


He could make a list. His hairline’s already going, he’s gotten a few cavities, he doesn’t like 
the way his stubble grows in, never enough for a beard, but enough to be bothersome—he 
doesn’t have much muscle on him. He’s tried. 


He wanted to feel loved again. 
And sometimes it felt like this was the closest way to feel it. 
Wilbur wanted to feel wanted. 


And so, he looked through his drawers. Looked for something. His fingers passed over the 
hidden money carelessly. Give him something he can wear to make himself look desirable. 
He checked his clean laundry basket and found Quackity borrowed it. His own clean clothes 
were folded beside it, sorted even. But his eyes were drawn to Quackity’s clothes. 


Despite their height difference, their hip size isn’t far off. Wilbur knew his own 
measurements. Of course, on someone like Quackity shorts like these would have been 
modest. They certainly gave Wilbur very little crotch room when he dons them, but Wilbur’s 
brain feels...disconnected. 


He’s never worn anything like this before. Never wanted to. 


He wore a t-shirt that might have honestly been hers. No, he knows it’s hers. It’s too short. 
The funny thing was it was too big on her. The funny thing was it’s barely able to give any 
circulation to his arms. It borders on cutting into them. He donned a flannel over it and stared 
at himself. 


Was he what Schlatt wanted? 


Black shorts hugging his ass and crotch, his midriff exposed, his belly hair leading a trail into 
the shorts. He’s the most underdressed he’s ever been in his life. Yet, Wilbur doesn’t cover 
up. It felt like his skin was burning; that there was something in him that needed to be freed. 


Wilbur can’t make himself move. There’s two hours until Schlatt. He could do anything. Yet, 
he doesn’t. Wilbur laid on his back, staring up at the popcorn ceiling, his legs dangling off his 
bed. His heart felt like it was racing, pounding intensely against his chest, but when he 
checked his pulse—he felt crazy. It was normal. Slow, even. 


He got up. Entered the living room. He wasn’t sure what for. Something. Anything. 
Quackity wasn’t home yet. He wouldn’t be. He didn’t get home until later. 
The cat, Beast, was curled up on the couch, stomach rising and falling as it snored softly. 


It sounded like tinnitus. A constant, pitched, ringing noise. Throbbing. Chiming. Wilbur 
shivered. 


One moment, he’s standing in the living room, lost. 
The next. 
“You look damn good,” Schlatt praised. 


Wilbur blinked. He didn’t remember a stretch of time. He didn’t remember—he pushed aside 
the thought and took a deep, shuddering breath. He’s standing outside Schlatt’s car, his hand 
on the open car door to enter. 


Schlatt’s grin is sleazy, but grounding. It means his outfit has worked as intended—this was 
his intention, right? Wilbur slipped into the car, his skin felt clammy and off. Schlatt reached 
over and squeezed his bare thigh, his hand warm and dry against his skin. “You dressed up 
for me, Wilbur,” he cooed. 


“T did,” Wilbur said. “I thought I’d put on a show.” 


He took a deep breath, Schlatt’s cologne, his car, the smell of the street still lingering from 
the recently closed door—he felt his phone in the pocket of his flannel. He must have 
grabbed it. His stomach flipped and twisted with anxiety. 


“Fuck, I want to mark your thighs up so bad,” Schlatt muttered, and squeezed his fingers into 
Wilbur’s thigh and dragged his hand up to the edge of the shorts. “Christ.” 


Wilbur leaned back in the car seat and let his legs spread open as much as they could in the 
narrow seat of the car and Schlatt made a low, “guh.” The businessman forced his eyes away. 
“Fuck, you’re really full of surprises, but I’m an important man and I’m not about to get all— 
all fucking—all fucking—fuck.” Schlatt let go of his thigh and pulled the car out, his eyes 
locked on the road. “You’re really trying to scramble my brain, Wilbur.” 


“T think you’re doing that yourself,” Wilbur said, but with one last unsure breath, he felt his 
chest calm. The situation felt familiar by now. It felt like something he had control over. He 
was sure of himself once more. Or he had to pretend he was. 


“You know, that’s what the priests always used to say to us too,” Schlatt said, then paused. A 
moment of silence and an awkward laugh from Schlatt. “That was not—woo-boy, I wasn’t 
making that Catholic joke.” Wilbur snorted. “Meant the whole temptation shit. You know, if 
you fell for someone or got all hot and bothered at the sight of ankles or shoulders—that was 
your own fault, because you fell to sin or whatever.” 


Wilbur discretely pulled out his phone and checked the time. Ten minutes past six. Eleven 
now. “I wasn’t raised religious,” he said. He checked his messages. He’d responded to 
Schlatt. Nothing odd. When Schlatt had sent a text saying ‘he was here’ he’d responded. 
‘Okay.’ 


“Yeah?” Schlatt hummed. “I could tell.” 


Silence filtered in. Wilbur’s mind went back to the stretch of time he couldn’t remember now. 
He’d been in the living room and then... Nothing. Small flashes if he really strained. Sliding 
his shoes on. The sound of the staircase beneath his feet. The front door of the apartment 
clanging shut behind him. Or was he filling in the blanks himself? 


Was he going crazy? 
Did it matter if he was? 


Wilbur spoke to avoid thinking, “Schlatt, I have to confess I’m quite fucking nervous,” 
Wilbur said. 


“What? What’s the worst that can happen?” Schlatt questioned with a cackle. “It’s not like 
my dick can get stuck in you permanently, though—” Wilbur was well aware now Schlatt 
wasn’t likely to stay on topic and was distracted instantly. “You ever heard how many people 
end up in the hospital from that shit? Like they’re hammering themselves in the ass and then 
shoop—” Why did he add sound effects? “—and they can’t get it out. Yanno, I didn’t really 
believe that shit until...” A pause. “Anyway, what were you talking about?” 


Wilbur couldn’t even feel humored. His mind still felt like it was ringing and he rubbed at his 
temples absent. “I don’t know,” Wilbur said. 


Schlatt hummed. “There’s a new monkey exhibit at the zoo. If you suck ass in bed, I’m going 
to go see the big ass fucking monkey they had transferred. The zoo’s open pretty damn late 
for some charity shit, but all I want to see is that big fucking monkey.” 


“How does your brain work, Schlatt?” Wilbur asked half-amused, half-out of it. 
“On crack and sleep-deprivation, Wilbur,” Schlatt assured him. 


The hotel was far too familiar by now and Wilbur hardly paid his surroundings any attention. 
There’s nothing worth looking at. The lobby was only nominally louder than normal; a 
birthday party spiling out of the restaurant. Schlatt wrapped an arm around Wilbur’s waist, 
tugging him against his side as someone’s eyes slide to Wilbur. 


It almost felt like love. 
To feel predatory eyes sweep across him. 


How many men like Schlatt exist in this hotel? How many men like Wilbur sell themselves? 
Enough the look said it all—someone wondering how much they’d have to pay or press to 
take more than a look. Schlatt’s arm was possessive and direct in its message. Wilbur was his. 


They make it to Schlatt’s suite before the businessman’s self-control falters. 


As soon as Wilbur’s inside, Schlatt’s mouth crashed into his. His kissing was hot and heavy, 
his hands running up Wilbur’s sides and quickly pulling off the few buttons holding the 
flannel closed. Wilbur leaned against the door and gripped Schlatt’s shoulders. 


“Fuck, you look like such a whore, Wilbur,” Schlatt breathed against his mouth, his hand 
gripping Wilbur’s exposed mid-section. Wilbur groaned and spread his legs, letting Schlatt’s 
leg slide between his and rub. The friction felt wonderful, as did Schlatt’s hot breath against 
his neck as the businessman ducked his head and trailed his hands down to grip Wilbur’s ass, 
to fondle the flesh before sliding over his thighs. 


“Don’t wear something like this for anything but me, Wilbur,” Schlatt muttered. 


“What if I like the looks I get?” Wilbur muttered, tilting his chin up as Schlatt’s mouth 
brushed against his throat. 


“Fucking whore,” Schlatt hissed. He bit, his teeth nipping sensitive flesh. “You’re getting 
greedy, Wilbur.” 


They kissed, Schlatt’s tongue running over his teeth as he more insistently pushed against 
Wilbur, grinding his hips and leg into him. Wilbur panted, closing his eyes and sinking into 
the sensations. It felt good. Awful. But good all the more. 


Schlatt broke this kiss, a trail of spit running between his mouth and Wilbur’s. He tugged 
Wilbur by the wrists to the bed and pushed him onto it. “Strip, Wilbur.” Wilbur hesitated a 


moment, but complied. It was a little soon, wasn’t it? He lay back on the bed, exposed and 
vulnerable. 


But Schlatt’s attention was only on his legs, his fingers digging into his flesh as he examined 
the smooth flesh, running his tongue over it. He nipped and bruised the flesh with his teeth. 
His hair brushed against his cock as he kissed his thighs. Wilbur groaned, relaxing onto the 
bed. He dug his hands into the covers to keep from touching Schlatt. 


“On your stomach, Wilbur,” Schlatt demanded. 
Schlatt stood, drawing away from Wilbur to get rid of his own clothes. 


Wilbur didn’t move immediately, his eyes fixed on Schlatt as he stripped. Schlatt paused 
unbuttoning his shirt and stared pointedly at Wilbur. He wondered if Schlatt was insecure 
about his body. 


“T like watching you strip,” Wilbur said. 


He did. It was the only sure vulnerability in their encounters. Even if Schlatt was in a rush, 
there were a few seconds of humanity in seeing his hands on his belt or tie. Sometimes it felt 
like Schlatt’s skin was the suit. 


“You’re just saying that because I pay you,” Schlatt muttered. He toyed with his shirt, 
fidgeting with the top button of his shirt. 


“You'd be quite handsome if you weren’t an ass,” Wilbur jabbed and Schlatt smirked. 


“T know I’m handsome,” he said, boastful. “I should make you pay to see me naked, Wilbur. 
That’s how damn handsome I am.” Wilbur giggled. 


“One stroke to your ego is all it takes,” Wilbur mused. Schlatt laughed. He leant down over 
Wilbur, resting his hands on either side of his head and bent to kiss him. The kiss was slower, 
reverent almost—grateful. Schlatt broke it off to slowly take deep breaths, his mouth 
hovering over Wilbur’s. 


“Are you still nervous, Wilbur?” Schlatt questioned. 
“Yes,” Wilbur said. 


Schlatt sighed through his teeth. He gave Wilbur a chaste kiss. “I don’t get why,” Schlatt 
muttered. 


Of course, he didn’t. Wilbur ran his tongue over his lips. With Schlatt’s stomach and cock 
brushing against his, he was feeling more trepidation. “You’re just that big, Schlatt,” Wilbur 
murmured. 


“Mm,” Schlatt kissed him again. “You’re getting better at saying the right things, Wilbur. I 
don’t know how much to believe you.” Wilbur laughed against Schlatt’s mouth. 


“Not everything I say is to flatter your ego,” Wilbur said. Though a good amount is. Schlatt 
hummed. He stood up again, folding his unbuttoned shirt and setting it on a table. 


“On your stomach, Wil,” Schlatt said and pulled out a bottle of lube from one of his bags. 
Wilbur gritted his teeth, but rolled over. He wished he didn’t feel so vulnerable. Unable to see 
what Schlatt was doing. Unable to back out. Unable to have the barest control. 


Schlatt nudged his legs further apart and settled between them. He pressed a kiss to the back 
of Wilbur’s thigh then a longer one to his ass cheek. The lube cap clicked loudly and Wilbur 
shoved his face into the bedspread, gripping it tightly. Schlatt massaged his ass, his fingers 
skimming his hole, but not penetrating. 


The businessman leaned over him, his facial hair brushing against Wilbur’s shoulder. “Relax, 
Wilbur.” 


“Never been good at that,” Wilbur said muffled against the bed. 
Schlatt slapped his ass once and Wilbur jolted. 


Schlatt giggled. He ran his finger over Wilbur’s hole and balls and kissed Wilbur’s shoulder. 
He dug his fingers in roughly to Wilbur’s ass cheeks. The pain felt familiar, welcome even. It 
shot up his spine warm and comforting. The feeling chilled pleasantly as Schlatt withdrew his 
hand. His fingertips dragged over sensitive flesh and his nails left scratch marks on his 
thighs. 


Wilbur closed his eyes, turning his face to press his cheek into the bed as he felt Schlatt 
roughly handle him. It felt better. He wasn’t sure if he could handle if Schlatt had been 
gentle. Schlatt’s hands settled on Wilbur’s hips and he pulled Wilbur onto his hands and 
knees. A pang of anxiety mixed with the sharper pains and throbbing from the nail marks. 


He felt Schlatt’s fingers brush over his hole, then one slipped in with some resistance. Wilbur 
grit his teeth. Unless Schlatt requested it, he didn’t touch himself there. He avoided it if he 
could; it wasn’t that it was unpleasant, he supposed he wanted to draw the line somewhere. 
To split his body off from what went on in this room and what he did elsewhere. 


Schlatt worked him open slow, but not with softness. He plunged his finger in rough and 
Wilbur dropped his head, gasping as Schlatt dug his nails into his hip and finger fucked him. 
Wilbur couldn’t tell how many he added after the second finger. The pain burned down his 
legs and up his spine and despite it, he leant into it. It felt rewarding. 


When he curled his fingers, Wilbur felt his body twitch and he let out a moan. Unbidden. It 
came from his throat and ripped from between his grit teeth. When the fingers moved away 
he whined. Wilbur gasped. He was suffocating. It felt like the air was leaving his body with 
Schlatt’s fingers. It wasn’t the kind of suffocation of burying alive but being in space—or a 
room being slowly depressurized. Crushing. His chest felt heavy and yet it felt so empty. 


He felt the head of Schlatt’s cock brush over his rim and Wilbur tensed. Schlatt’s grip on his 
hip lessened for a moment as he rubbed slow circles over the bruises forming there, to his 


ass, to his pelvic bone before his hand lovingly cupped the bruises and dug back into them. 
Wilbur squeezed his eyes shut tight. 


Wilbur didn’t know what it felt like. 


For a moment, he felt detached. Like a specter seeing it all. He could imagine his legs, red 
with bruises that would solidify into blues and purples in a day, his ass marred with hands 
prints and nail scratches, his back muscles tense and his hair hanging over his face. 


Then he was elsewhere. The traffic outside the hotel would pass uncaring. Every car had a 
story, every person inside a dearth of something they needed and a surfeit of problems. Every 
building had lives he’d never know, stories left untold, dramas to be forgotten playing out. 


But pain dragged him back. 


Schlatt felt large in him. He’d edged Wilbur open and filled him fully. His skin crawled with 
pain, but the sensation was new. Dragged into the moment, Wilbur reveled in it as Schlatt 
slowly began to move. It didn’t feel bad. It sent his toes curling and his body aching. He 
leaned into it, pressing back to chase the feeling of fullness, of Jove. Wilbur moaned, a 
gasping, breathless moan—his chest still empty from his suffocation. 


He wanted Schlatt to be rougher. He wanted to feel Schlatt’s thighs and hips against the back 
of his legs. He wanted to feel wanted. 


He got his desire. Schlatt was spurred on by his enthusiasm. He gripped Wilbur with both of 
his hands and fucked him hard. 


It was aggressive, but oh so needed. They were out of sync and disorderly. Wilbur couldn’t 
hear Schlatt over his own heavy breaths and gasping moans, could only imagine the wet 
sound and the skin slapping against skin. Schlatt’s moans grew loud enough he could catch 
faint notes of them, high pitched and strained. 


Schlatt came before he could. He had his hands locked on Wilbur, burying himself as deep as 
he could, halfway leaning over him, his stomach pressing into Wilbur’s ass and back, his 
body’s weight resting on his as Wilbur felt warmth inside of him. 


They both unwound slowly, Schlatt pulling out and whining quietly. Wilbur dropped his head 
enough to touch the covers then slowly the rest of him. He could feel cum running down his 
thighs. 


“Fuck,” Schlatt murmured. He let out a shaky laugh. “Guess no monkeys, Wilbur. You were 

better than I thought you’d be,” Schlatt praised. Wilbur only groaned in response. He wanted 
to touch himself. He wanted something inside him again. His skin tingled with the aftermath 
of every touch, reminding him of what was once there. 


Neither made any move to clean up. Schlatt only yawned and reached for the lamp. “Fucking 
early to sleep, but been awhile since I’ve been able to fuck a cute twink,” Schlatt purred. 
“You're staying to cuddle, right Wilbur?” 


“T’m not standing anytime soon,” Wilbur muttered. He was absently grinding his hips into the 
bed, precum still beading on his dick, his body aching for something else entirely. 


“You're going to have to so I can pull down the covers, you whiny bitch,” Schlatt said. He 
tugged on Wilbur’s leg and Wilbur reluctantly sat up and moved to the edge of the bed so 
Schlatt could pull the covers back. With only the light from the covered windows, the 
summer sun yet to set, he couldn’t make out much of Schlatt; only his frame. Schlatt carded a 
hand through Wilbur’s hair. “I wasn’t even that hard on you. Next time though, I’ll rearrange 
your guts.” 


He tugged Wilbur with him to lay down, guiding him with broad hands on his shoulders, 
thighs and waist. Schlatt pressed a kiss to Wilbur’s mouth. “Mm, you’re all limp, Wilbur.” 


“Playing dead,” Wilbur said. 


“Not my kink,” Schlatt said, tugging the blankets over them. He stroked Wilbur’s face, his 
breath ghosting over Wilbur’s cheeks. “Though, now you’ve become more amenable and 
proved you’re a little whore—you’re fine if I choke you, right?” A kiss, and Schlatt absently 
dropped his hand to Wilbur’s neck, resting his thumb over Wilbur’s airway. “We can talk how 
much I pay you if I leave bruises, but you’re not going to break from a little destruction, 
Wilbur. Despite how much you dragged your feet like you were the most fragile thing alive,” 
Schlatt said against his lips. 


He kissed Wilbur again and then dropped his mouth to his jaw and neck. Small kisses he 
finished with bites. His tongue felt scalding and Wilbur closed his eyes. “Mm, whatever you 
want, Schlatt.” 


A soft chuckle. Schlatt slid his hands to loop around Wilbur’s waist. “You know, Wilbur, I 
think you might be my favorite. All hard outer exterior: you act like you’re untouchable. But 
all it takes is a little pushing and you come apart.” 


Wilbur wished it wasn’t true. 


They ended up spooning. It was only early evening, but Wilbur felt exhausted. Emotionally, 
he felt ripped apart. His body was weary, but his brain felt worse. Whatever turmoil broiled it 
was bad enough a headache throbbed painfully in his skull. 


The curtains were dark and thick enough they nearly drowned out the summer light outside, 
but still a streak of daylight illuminated features of the room. Wilbur took a deep breath and 
felt Schlatt’s chest against his back. 


It wasn’t uncomfortable. 


But yet he couldn’t drift off. His mind was drowning in lakes of fire—his brain helplessly 
boiling in his blood with no sign of land. Memories started to take fill the space, surfacing 
from the bottom. He shifted his legs restlessly and brushed Schlatt’s. A grumble. Schlatt slid 
a leg between his, pinning one of his legs. 


“Go the fuck to sleep, Wilbur,” Schlatt muttered. “Or you’re getting kicked out.” 


Wilbur closed his eyes, but when he did the warmth of a bed partner brought back memories 
of her. He took a shaky breath and buried his face into the pillow. “Schlatt?” 


“Whuh?” Wilbur dropped it. It was pointless. Schlatt yawned. “What?” he repeated. 
“Nothing,” Wilbur said. “Stuck on old things I regret.” 

“Tf you talk about it will you sleep?” Schlatt questioned. 

“Probably,” Wilbur said. 

“Go ahead, not listening,” Schlatt muttered. 


Kind as always, Wilbur thought sarcastically. He took another breath, starting to feel like 
maybe he was drowning. In a lack of air. In too much water. In too many memories. 
Everything was too overwhelming. Part of him wanted out of his skin right now; part of him 
wanted Schlatt to keep holding him, scared of feeling it all hit him when he left this room. 


“Have you ever heard of an emotional bid, Schlatt?” The man muttered a sleepy, ‘no,’ his 
hand settled on Wilbur’s stomach splaying his fingers over the bruises he left. Wilbur tilted 
his head back, feeling Schlatt’s breath on his neck. “One of my biggest joys I thought I’d 
have the pleasure of was taking my girlfriend to my first live performance. I was a 
sophomore in university and thought with my addled twenty-year old mind, sharing what I 
loved doing with a girl I loved would make it a joyous occasion.” 


Schlatt was silent. His hand on Wilbur’s stomach shifted upward, running up his bare chest to 
press over his sternum. He pressed Wilbur closer to him. 


“But she left. Part way through the second song. She told me her friend had an emergency 
and I believed her for months,” Wilbur said. His eyes fluttered open to trace the streak of 
daylight; for a moment it looked like the old spotlight on that stage as he left the closing bar, 
the empty stage illuminated by its dying bulb. “But there was no emergency. I asked her 
friend how her mother was doing, and she...admitted it’d been a lie. My girlfriend had asked 
her to call her if she got bored at the show, to fake an emergency.” 


Schlatt kissed the back of his neck and stroked Wilbur’s skin, warm fingers undoing the 
tension in his stomach and chest. 


“T quit the band when I found out,” Wilbur said. He felt tears come and closed his eyes. “I 
couldn’t stand playing anymore.” 


“That was fucking stupid; you could always get another squeeze,” Schlatt muttered against 
his skin. He slid his other arm under Wilbur and crossed them across his chest. Schlatt 
yawned again and cleared his throat. “Sleep. No fucking point dwelling on it.” 


Wilbur laughed, a small, broken noise in the back of his throat. He sunk against Schlatt and 
cupped his hand over the man’s broad one. All in all, Schlatt was right. He could have always 
left her. Wasn’t that a sign? But it was his fault. Wilbur felt the last of his fight leaving him. 


It felt like one final thing to regret. Was that the first big piece of himself he cut out? Gouging 
his liver out for the crows to pick at so he didn’t have to worry she didn’t love him? And 
now. He’d given the final piece of himself here. 


All of him was rotten flesh by this point. The only thing left was to burn the remains. 


Wilbur’s last thoughts before sleeping was of bridges on streets with no traffic, tall buildings 
with unlocked roof-top doors, locked bathroom doors and a bottle of meds rattling as its 
pulled from the back of a cabinet. 


Chapter 7 


It was 2 a.m. when he left. Schlatt paid him. The money passed between them wordlessly and 
Wilbur didn’t have the energy to count it. He’s thankful Schlatt dropped him off at his 
apartment. Wilbur wished as he climbed the stairs past people lingering outside, eyes sliding 
to him, that he’d worn more modest clothes. His desire for attention had left him and now he 
wanted anything else but eyes on him. 


He reached for the key—fuck. Wilbur only had his phone on him. No. No. Fuck. He doesn’t 
want to have to be—if Quackity saw him like this. But he can’t stand in this hallway, barely 
dressed. He has work in a few hours. Wilbur swallowed. 


He knocked. 


It’s easier than texting since Quackity slept on the sofa and he was likely asleep. A moment 
passed. Mrow. Despite the tension, Wilbur snorted. He woke up the cat. Lovely. The cat 
pawed at the door on the other side. 


That did a better job at waking Quackity up. He heard a muffled one-sided conversation with 
the cat and then—the light in the apartment turned on and the door opened. 


Quackity blinked sleepily and rubbed his eyes and Wilbur debated on pushing past him in a 
desperate attempt not to be seen, but Beast took it as a golden opportunity to dart out the 
door. Wilbur despite his aching body had enough good sense to grab the cat before it escaped. 
He minded Beast’s claws and shifted the cat in his arms. 


“Wilbur?” Quackity asked. 


“Forgot my key,” Wilbur explained. Quackity thankfully stepped to the side to let him in 
without any further prompting, but he could feel his eyes on him. When the apartment door 
closed, he put Beast down and the cat gave a dignified ‘mew’ and began licking its rampled 
fur. 


Quackity rubbed the side of his face and scanned Wilbur. Wilbur was all too aware of the 
hickies on his neck, the bruises on his thighs not hidden by the immodest shorts, the bruises 
that’d reached his stomach...It was hard to hide anything about himself. “You...” Quackity 
started, but struggled. 


Wilbur attempted to dodge the entire conversation by making a beeline to his bedroom the 
moment Quackity started talking. 


Quackity was rubbing his eyes as Wilbur shoved past him. “Wild night, huh—” 


He ducked into the room for a change of clothes then the bathroom and locked the door. 
When he emerged after cleaning himself off, Quackity was still awake, turning his phone 
over in his hand as his eyes went to Wilbur with a hard, piercing examination. 


All Wilbur had to do was keep walking to his bedroom. 
There was something in Quackity’s expression. 


“Tt’s not drug money, is it?” Quackity questioned. It was then Wilbur could imagine Quackity 
in his law classes; the scrutiny and critical thinking required reflected in his voice. 


“Quackity, ’m not—” 


“Sex work. You’re doing sex work,” Quackity said. “And if you seemed fucking happy I'd 
leave it fucking alone, but Christ, Wilbur—” Quackity started. 


“It doesn’t concern you,” Wilbur said. When Quackity shook his head, Wilbur’s mouth set. 
He gripped his dirty clothes tight in his hand and took a deep, pained breath. “Actually, 
Quackity, I do want one favor for the money I gave you.” 


“That’s real low of you,” Quackity said with a bitter laugh. “Fucking Christ, Wilbur—” 


“Don’t pry—it’s all I’m asking. Don’t pry,” Wilbur said, gesturing aimlessly. “I don’t want 


“T don’t care that it’s fucking sex work—what I care about is you, Wilbur,” Quackity said. He 
sunk into the couch. “Whatever. Walk off, Wilbur. I’ve tried so damn hard.” 


Wilbur felt unable to move, his heart thudding in his chest. He could hear how upset 
Quackity was. 


“Call me fucking stupid, because maybe there’s something wrong with me,” Quackity said 
quietly to himself. He dug his hands into his blankets. He looked at Wilbur, his eyes 
narrowed. “But you know, I kind of feel something for the guy that’s so far been the only 
good thing after a few too many rough years with utter shit. Yeah, we don’t talk, but you 
fucking respect me and that’s so much more than anyone else has given me. You want to 
know how many apartments I looked at before I found yours. Fifteen. Fifteen, Wilbur.” 


“T guess I wasn’t the only desperate one,” Wilbur said, unable to think of anything else to say. 


“No, you’re not,” Quackity said. “And whatever shit you’re going through, you’re not the 
only one either.” 


Wilbur felt mixed, his turmoil boiling in his stomach and throat. Quackity let out a heavy 
breath and reached for his blankets. “I’m going back to sleep. I wasn’t even asleep that long. 
I was waiting...” Quackity muffled the words with the blanket, but Wilbur was sure he 
wasn’t mistaken. Quackity had stayed up to see when he got home. 


“Quackity...” Wilbur said softly. 


Quackity didn’t answer. Wilbur sunk into himself, his hand on his doorknob to his bedroom, 
but his feet frozen. He squeezed his eyes shut tightly. 


“Quackity, you aren’t stupid,” Wilbur murmured. It hurt. Wilbur wanted to say more. Part of 
him longed to grow closer. He’d like to go slow. He wanted to know Quackity. He wanted to 
hear him laugh. But...he couldn’t. Schlatt was one of the reasons. The rest were...abstract. 


Wilbur opened the door to his bedroom and closed it behind him. 
His room felt darker than usual. Wilbur leaned against the door and closed his eyes. 


Wasn’t it supposed to be easier not to love? 


He’s thankful neither Puffy nor Tommy work the next day. 


He was sure both of them would comment on his limp or the way he has to keep tugging his 
shirt back up to cover his neck. 


But he’s reminded of what he said by his entire work environment. When he grabs the towel, 
the words echo back. When he sees the cleaner bottle the situation replays. The office door 
reminds him of Puffy’s mounting concern for his well-being. It’s torturous. This must be his 
very own hell. 


It doesn’t help that his body and mind aren’t even functioning at their normal half-aware 
state. His body is spent. He aches. Wilbur never considered himself an extraordinary 
mathematician or gifted with memory, but he’s typically good at remembering prices for 
items without looking, regular orders, drinks he still need to make or eyeballing preparation 
for particular times of days. 


But today, his mind drops the information carelessly. Nothing comes up. In fact, he’s starting 
to concede there is an issue with spacing out. A few too many times of his day are...missing. 


But it’s nothing big. It’s only a little bit of stress. Just in his own head. 


Wilbur’s on the second half of his shift when he nearly thought he might have started 
hallucinating—but no. Tommy Innit is in the store, on one of the teen’s days off. He had a 
backpack and rather than the work attire, had a t-shirt and jeans on. Wilbur blinked. 


“You!” Tommy said loud and intense. “Oi, Wilbur.” 


His coworker, the older woman, just looked between Tommy and Wilbur. Wilbur sighed. “He 
works here too, don’t mind him,” Wilbur assured her. He went to the front counter. There 
were customers, but unsurprisingly the younger college-aged customers didn’t even give 
Tommy—even when he was loud—more than a passing glance. 


“Tommy—” 


“You're speaking with me. Right now,” Tommy said. He walked behind the counter. “Come 
along Wilbur, to the break room—” 


The break ‘room’ was the table and two mismatched chairs in the storage room and Tommy 
sat himself at one. Wilbur was half-exasperated with him—seeing as Wilbur was still on the 
clock and had things to do—but also wracked with guilt seeing him. 


“You were a right awful bastard the other day and I’ve had an entire day to think it over,” 
Tommy started. “And I want an apology.” 


“Tommy, now?” Wilbur questioned. 


“Yes, now. I’ve had some awful past few days, Wilbur and you’re the only one I can gripe 
at,” Tommy said, pulling his backpack off and dropping it beside his chair. 


“Tommy, I do want to apologize to you,” Wilbur said, glancing between Tommy, and the line 
at the counter and the drinks that had to be made. “But—you have to wait.” 


“T want it today,” Tommy said, reaching into his backpack and pulling out a notebook. “I'll 
wait.” 


“Tommy,” Wilbur said, barely able to contain exasperation, but also nerves. If Tommy started 
crying or something similar, he wasn’t sure how he’d handle it. But Tommy didn’t seem like 
he was about to start crying. He had a frown on his face and his usual level of brashness, if 
not more. 


Wilbur was off in a few hours, but he managed to keep his head on his shoulders for half-an- 
hour enough the line of customers diminished, and he went back into the storage room to find 
Tommy doodling in a notebook, sitting at the table looking bored out of his mind. 


“What are you doing here, Tommy? Didn’t you have school today?” Wilbur asked. 


“Went to my classes,” Tommy said. “Even worse than before. Tubbo was sick today, Wilbur. 
Real awful of him to do that.” He gave an offhand shrug. 


“And how’d you get here?” 
“Took the buses.” 
“Aren’t your parents—” 


“No,” Tommy said, tensing. He spun the pencil in his hand. “You’re acting an awful lot like 
you didn’t tell me to ‘kill myself,’ Wilbur.” 


“Fuckin’ hell,” Wilbur muttered. He sighed and sunk into the opposite chair. He dragged a 
hand over his face. It was harder to apologize to Tommy than he’d thought it was. Tommy 
was rightfully mad at him. But him being here, right in front of him... “Tommy,” Wilbur 
groaned. He took a deep, shaky breath, “fuck. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that to you. I 
didn’t—I didn’t mean to say it,” Wilbur said. “I—I’m going through it and I took my anger 
out on you. That was inappropriate.” 


Tommy let him boil for a few minutes, Wilbur’s anxiety skyrocketing as the teen chewed on 
his mouth and hummed. 


“S’alright, big man. Forgave you seconds after you said it yesterday. Most people comment 
‘kill yourself? on my Instagram and Twitter. I just wanted to give you shit for it,” Tommy 
said with a small, sad smile. 


Wilbur’s anxiety felt like it was hit by one of the buses. Relief poured in, as did a small spark 
of anger. He’d thought his entire shift he’d left Tommy spiraling into some pit of despair; he 

was glad Tommy was okay, but—god, for the last few hours of his shift he was worried he’d 

fucked it all up. 


Wilbur dropped his head onto the table, groaning. 


Tommy shrugged. “Yeah, er...my parents locked me out. I don’t think they meant to—no one 
was home. And usually someone’s home by now. And erm...” Tommy gestured to his 
notebook. “Don’t have my phone so—came here.” 


“Tommy,” Wilbur said, his voice muffled by the table. “You nearly started crying the other 
day.” 


“You try having a grown man yell at you,” Tommy said, jabbing Wilbur’s head with his 
pencil. “’Course I was upset, Wilbur. But s’alright. You’re a big pussy anyway; knew you 
didn’t mean it.” 


“Tommy, your surprising emotional maturity at times bothers me,” Wilbur said with a shaky 
breath. He sat back up, batting away Tommy’s pencil. “You mentioned being locked out?” 


“Don’t think on purpose,” Tommy said with a shrug. “Ranboo’s mum dropped me off, 
because yanno...no one came to pick me up and...no one was home. I told ‘em I had a key 
and Ranboo said something, so they’d leave, but...” Tommy shrugged again, a motion he did 
more to alleviate stress than out of unsureness. “Waited around for a bit then figured I could 
just come here.” 


Wilbur frowned. “Why?” Tommy shrugged. That was...concerning. “All this over the school 
grades?” 


“Also didn’t clean my room or pick up my clean laundry,” Tommy said. He tapped the pencil 
against the notebook. “I don’t know, Wilbur. Dunno. I guess I have to try harder. Sucks. I go 
home. Get yelled at. Can’t play video games. Can’t text anyone. Can’t use my school laptop 
without supervision. Can’t lay on my bed and stare at the ceiling—tried that one past few 
days. Mum’s not liking it.” 


Wilbur heard the sounds of the usual clamor coming from the counter. He needed to help his 
coworker. “Tommy...thank-you, but I have to return to work. As far as I’m concerned, you’re 
welcome to stay. I don’t think the manager on shift will notice. He never leaves office.” 


Tommy nodded. He sunk back in his chair. “No problem.” 


It gave Wilbur something to dwell on other than his own problems. Tommy’s situation wasn’t 
getting better. If anything, it seemed to be progressively getting worse. He was growing 


concerned Tommy’s parents would escalate to territory Wilbur wasn’t sure he could help 
with. 


He left Tommy alone to help with customers. When he returned, Tommy had his school 
laptop out and plugged in haphazardly to the one outlet in the storage room, having 
unplugged a crusty cord none of them honestly could identify what it belonged to labeled ‘do 
not unplug.’ If Wilbur hadn’t done the same plenty of times to charge his phone, he’d have 
been worried. 


“You know, I don’t get why they block so much shit on these computers,” Tommy bemoaned. 
“All that’s left is solitaire.” 


Wilbur sighed. “Have you eaten yet today, Tommy?” 
“Ate breakfast.” 


It was nearly 2 p.m. Wilbur found the ‘waste’ sheet and erased the carefully printed total on a 
few items, added one to each, and wrote the new number in as neatly as his manager did. His 
coworker didn’t question it. That was a good thing about a low paying job with ‘family’ 
culture. The only ‘family’ culture cultivated was everyone universally agreed on a few rules 
to break; stealing food while on shift was one. 


He didn’t skimp. He got Tommy a sandwich, a bag of chips, a bottle of juice and a pastry. 
The teen grinned at him. 


“Naughty of you, Wilbur.” 
“Don’t make a mess; I still have to clean storeroom before I clock out,” Wilbur warned him. 


Tommy rolled his eyes. He shoved everything but the sandwich into his backpack and tore 
into the pre-packaged salami with about as much grace as one would expect from a teenager. 


“Crime pays well, Wilbur,” Tommy said through a mouthful of food. Wilbur rolled his eyes. 


The mid-shift manager didn’t spare Tommy much of a look as she and a few others clocked- 
in and Wilbur spent his time cleaning the storage room and stocking listening to Tommy talk 
about his two friends. He gleaned from the conversation he wasn’t the only one taking notice 
of Tommy’s home life. So were Ranboo and Tubbo—and better yet, Ranboo’s parents. 


“His mum really was going to sit there and wait until I had the door open, even after I told 
her I had the key,” Tommy said as Wilbur swept. “So, I told Ranboo to make up a convincing 
lie.” 


“What’d Ranboo say?” 
“He had to piss,” Tommy said. “Really bad.” 


“T don’t think Ranboo’s mom fell for that, Tommy,” Wilbur pointed out. “You said she still 
waited and all you did was go around the back of your house. Tommy, most adults are not 


five. They have object permeance. She likely can guess you whispering to Ranboo followed 
by, ‘mom, I have to pee’ was not—” 


“I’m not five. I wouldn’t use ‘pee,’ Wilbur. Nor would my friends. We’re all grown men. We 
use ‘piss,’” Tommy said. 


“That was not the point of anything I said,” Wilbur groaned. “Tommy—I’m saying—” 


“Yeah, yeah, I heard the other shit too, Wilbur,” Tommy handwaved. He sighed. “Yeah... 
you’re right...but,” Tommy started, “she did leave.” He chewed on his chips loudly, 
crunching them between his teeth. Wilbur looked at him. The teen raised his shoulders and 
sunk down in his seat. “What do you want me to say, Wilbur? ‘Course I’ve told Tubbo and 
Ranboo all about it. Tubbo and I used to walk to each other’s houses, but now he can’t, 
because he’s banned. Mum said she doesn’t like Ranboo so he isn’t allowed either.” 


“Why is Tubbo banned?” Wilbur asked. 


Tommy shrugged. “He’s not...a lot of things. My parents just think he’s a wrong ‘un.” 
Tommy was hiding something there, but whatever it was, it wasn’t Wilbur’s intention to pry. 
Tommy talked about a lot of things very openly; if there was something he didn’t want to 
share he’d be glad to leave it alone. “If they met you, they’d think you’re a wrong ‘un too. 
You know, Wilbur, you have hickies on your neck a lot these days.” 


Wilbur nearly had a heart attack and perished. He wheezed out something halfway between a 
hysterical laugh and a cough. “I hoped the collared shirts hid it,” Wilbur choked out. 


“No,” Tommy said, looking at him with amusement. “But besides that, my parents would 
clock you as a wrong ‘un. All moody and into literature and all mopey.” Wilbur snorted. He 
let out a soft sigh and stared at the teen. 


“T’m going to go clock-out. Are you staying here, Tommy?” Will you be okay here? 


“..No,” Tommy said. He was noticeably tensed; his nails curled into his palms where they 
rested on the table. “Guess I should go see if anyone’s home.” A pause. “Can you come 
with?” 


“Sure,” Wilbur agreed. He punched in his pin, offering Tommy a sardonic smile. “I guess I 
owe some niceness; maybe today only,” Wilbur said sarcastically. Tommy chuckled. 


“Prick. I think you owe me at least a week of being nice,” Tommy said, sniffing. He relaxed 
though, his shoulders falling from where they were hunched. 


Wilbur and Tommy made their way to the bus stop, Tommy amicably bringing up some new 
social media trend that flew over Wilbur’s head, but there was a clear passion to most of what 
Tommy talked about. He had a lot of ambitions, even if school and grades seemed to 
immediately sour him. 


“Tommy, what will you do if no one’s home?” Wilbur asked as they found standing room on 
the bus. Tommy shrugged. 


“T don’t know, Wil,” Tommy said. ““Tubbo says I should run away and go find a patch of 
woods and—” 


“That’s—no, Tommy,” Wilbur cut him off. He dragged a hand through his hair and shifted 
his legs. His body was telling him it was time to quit for the day, but he unfortunately didn’t 
bring pain meds with him. “Tommy, I’m serious. I need you to take this seriously for a 
moment. Please let me hear this is the worst it’s gotten.” 


Tommy shrugged, clamming up. He gripped his backpack with one hand, the other on one of 
the bus’s support bars. “It’s... Wilbur...Come on, big man. I mean—yeah. This has happened 
before.” When Wilbur started to speak Tommy cut him off. The teen’s mouth set in a dark 
grimace and he glowered at the ground. “They have work and sometimes events or my 
mom’s sister—I guess that’s my aunt—has shit and they—Wilbur, I know how to handle 
myself. During the school year I’d hang out at Tubbo’s or stay after school. I passed one of 
my science classes, because I volunteered to do marketing on the school’s robotics club. 
Wilbur I don’t like coding or robotics, but---” 


“Tommy,” Wilbur cut him off. “You shouldn’t have to—this isn’t right.” 


“Then what, Wilbur?” Tommy snapped. The teen reeled a little, “Sorry. Shouldn’t have 
yelled.” 


Wilbur gripped the rail tightly and looked at Tommy then their surroundings, checking they 
hadn’t missed their stop. Traffic was slow with the time of day, so it was still a good fifteen 
minutes away. “I don’t know. I just... don’t want you to turn out like me,” Wilbur admitted. 


“You're quite charismatic, Wilbur—who wouldn’t want to be your sullen self,’ Tommy said, 
but he was looking at Wilbur with a searching gaze. “... You didn’t have good parents either, 
did you Wil?” 


“No, I didn’t, Tommy,” Wilbur said. He sighed. “And...I should have done some things 
different. I would have...] uh—” Wilbur cut himself off, tilting his head back to swallow the 
lump forming in his throat. There’s some trauma that doesn’t fade, even when more is 
dumped on top, even when years pass—there’s always reminders of how it used to be. “I 
want to hope there’s a better solution then waiting until you’re 18, Tommy.” 


Tommy’s searching gaze didn’t leave him for an entire pause of the bus at a stop, but when 
Wilbur met his eyes Tommy’s finally went elsewhere. “...I don’t want to wait either, but... 
they do love me, Wilbur.” 


“Love isn’t always enough, Tommy,” Wilbur said and in a rare moment of a need to comfort, 
he squeezed Tommy’s shoulder. “Especially if it’s conditional.” 


Tommy leaned into his hand, his head bowing down. Wilbur hated he cared. Hated the way 
his heart pounded in his chest, because he wanted better for Tommy. He wanted to prevent 
someone from becoming as fucked up as he was. Tommy felt like blood, like a brother. 


They departed from the bus stop and Tommy waited for Wilbur. He seemed hesitant to go 
home, his eyes looking to Wilbur then in the direction of his house. “You can wait here. If I 


don’t return by the next bus then they were—” 


“T’ll come with you,” Wilbur said. He shifted his messenger bag with a grimace. He stretched 
as best he could and ignored his aching feet. “After you admitted trying to pull one on 
Ranboo’s mum?” Wilbur joked. Tommy snorted. 


They walked through suburbia in silence. There was occasional sounds from the 
neighborhood. Someone’s garage door opening, a bird feeder with robins pecking into a bird 
fountain. Wilbur hated suburbia. It reminded him of luxuries he couldn’t afford. 


A grass front yard. A two-car garage. A bird feeder. A swing. 


What’s worse is the sign only a little up in the row, advertising more and more suburbia, 
another lot of gray and yellow and blue houses to be built in a year’s time. 


Tommy’s house was picture perfect. Two story. A big porch with a clean, varnished bench on 
it. Neat paint on the rails of the porch. A hose was coiled by the steps, a bed of wild tulips 
taken care of to its left. One lone oak tree is in the front yard, too small to be more than a 
mere decoration rather than a proper climbing tree. Its branches didn’t reach the second 
story’s windows. Stones lined the sidewalk to the front porch. 


It’s all very pretty and well-taken care of. But the driveway was empty. There was a wooden 
fence with a latched door on it Tommy gestured to. “That’s where I hid when Ranboo’s mum 
waited. Back there is mum’s vegetable garden and dad’s tool shed and some other shit,” 
Tommy said. He climbed the porch and tried the door. 


Locked. 
Tommy grimaced back at Wilbur. “Any chance you’!l believe me if I say it’s unlocked.” 
“No,” Wilbur said. 


Tommy sighed. “It’s whatever. I can wait out here. It’s not that hot and they haven’t left me 
like this longer than eight or nine in the evening.” Tommy said. He shifted from foot to foot 
in front of the door, twisting the bag in his hands. Wilbur shook his head. 


He gestured to the suburbia around them. It was almost painful. Whenever Wilbur watched 
shows with endless suburbia they advertised community, they advertised friendship and 
neighbors, but it was clear every door, every window, every bystander—they were all 
strangers to Tommy. All of this beautiful, uncaring landscape every day. “You know what, 
fuck it, Tommy. You don’t have to stand for this. Go to Tubbo’s or—” 


Tommy cut him off with a scoff. 


“Tubbo’s mum respects my mum’s decision,” Tommy said. “She doesn’t—you know how it 
is. Old mum gossipy friend kinda shit. They don’t agree on somethings, but you know—” 


“Then fuck it, Tommy—you can hang out at my apartment,” Wilbur said. “But I can’t just 
leave you out here.” 


Tommy up on his porch was taller. 
And for a moment Wilbur felt crazy. 


Here he was, begging a teenager who was in a better of neighborhood than he’d ever lived in 
to not return to his life for the night. Standing there in ragged clothes that came off shelves 
cheap, that really didn’t last the testament of time in front of Tommy who despite his attitude 
wore jeans that bore well-crafted seams and labels outside Wilbur’s price range—not rich 
designer clothes, but the good quality jeans of the middle class. A white and red shirt still 
white, no stains—someone had the supplies and time to keep it bleached clean and without 
ruin—or to replace it. 


“Wilbur...” Tommy said slowly. He was crestfallen and with a long look he considered the 
door, the empty driveway. “The next bus won’t be here for at least fifteen minutes. Let’s just 
wait here. They might come,” Tommy begged. 


Wilbur agreed. They sat on Tommy’s porch, staring at squirrels that ran past and the 
occasional car. Tommy’s head would lift with every car, fearful, yet hopeful all the same. But 
no car came to his house. After fifteen minutes passed, Wilbur stood. 


“Tommy.” 


“They love me, Wilbur. I know they do,” Tommy said, even though Wilbur never had said 
they didn’t. “You...you have to understand,” Tommy begged. “I just have to try harder.” 


Wilbur didn’t say anything. He stared at the sun overhead, feeling heat burning his cheeks 
and a tiredness etching itself into him. He didn’t look at Tommy. Tommy with one least 
hesitation stood, following Wilbur down the sidewalk from his house. 


“Are you allergic to cats, Tommy?” 


“No, but I got bit by one a year ago,” Tommy said as he and Wilbur walked back to the bus 
stop. “You have one?” 


“My roommate does,” Wilbur said. 


“You have a roommate?” Tommy questioned. “I think you told me, but I forgot.” Wilbur just 
smiled, but it was a sad, hopeless one. 


He was glad when the bus took them from the pretty houses with gardens and homemade 
meals and painted fences and small signs advertising political candidates or proclaiming the 
house was protected by a security company. Back into the city with endless apartment 
complexes and hotels, rising rent rates, rising electricity bills, street corners filled with 
homeless and wary souls, of haggard people waiting at bus stops, of the constant cars 
plaguing the streets. 


Tommy stayed glued by his side and they navigated the city until they were at Wilbur’s 
apartment. His eyes were as big as saucers as he took it all in. “It’s not going to be classy,” 
Wilbur told him. 


“No problem,” Tommy said, gripping his backpack straps with both hands. “Do you own a 
car, Wilbur—wait...” Tommy stopped his question as he realized the answer. Wilbur snorted. 


“Haven’t learned how to drive yet,” Wilbur told him. 


Tommy shook his head. “I want to, but mum says no.” Wilbur climbed the stairs, Tommy 
keeping up with him. He regarded the noisy hallway in dilapidated condition curiously. His 
eyes kept sweeping around, taking it all in. “Is this what it’s like living on your own?” 


“It is when you make what we do at the coffee shop,” Wilbur said. 
“Honestly, I think it might beat my house,” Tommy said. “It has character.” 


“That’s one way to put it, Tommy,” Wilbur said as he stepped around a random trash bag 
outside someone’s apartment. He opened his apartment door. He’d gotten home late enough 
Quackity was already home and his eyes swept to Wilbur from his laptop and then lingered. 
Staring. 


“Quackity, this is my coworker Tommy,” Wilbur introduced. “Tommy, this is Quackity.” 


“Hey,” Tommy greeted. Beast came prowling out from under Quackity’s feet to inspect the 
new intruder, its tail held high. Quackity’s eyes didn’t move from Wilbur’s face nor did he 
greet Tommy. 


“His parents locked him out, so I invited him here for the night,” Wilbur explained. 


Quackity sighed. “Great. Not like this place is that big, Wilbur.” Tommy’s expression fell, but 
Wilbur shook his head. 


“Tf you’re still mad at me, that’s one thing, Quackity, but please—let it go for tonight,” 
Wilbur begged. He had to do one thing right. He had to do this one thing right. Quackity took 
a sip from a can of soda then shrugged. 


“T guess if it’s part of the favor I owe you,” Quackity muttered. Wilbur’s gut tightened. He 
hadn’t wanted to ruin whatever small friendship was between him and Quackity, but he had. 
It was all his fault. He was... “Hey, Tommy,” Quackity finally returned the greeting. 


“Wilbur says this cat is yours,” Tommy said as Beast made a big deal out of inspecting him, 
sniffing around his shoes and his ankles. Quackity half-smiled. Beast finished its inspection 
and returned to Quackity’s feet, unimpressed. 


Wilbur got Tommy settled in, lending him his own laptop and saying, ‘go nuts, don’t 
download anything’ and wasn’t surprised Tommy went straight to YouTube and Google 
Doc’s to contact his friends. Whatever content he’d chosen on YouTube was unapologetically 
loud and screechy and after one disdainful look from Quackity, Tommy fished headphones 
from his backpack. Wilbur ordered delivery. He hated splurging, but he used the cash money 
shoved in his drawer and told himself it wasn’t for a bad cause. It was because he wanted at 
least Tommy to eat well—and maybe it’d help ease the tension with Quackity. 


Besides, Wilbur wasn’t sure he was using the money for the school year anyway. 


It was so far away. Three weeks. 


Quackity finished his homework and chewed on his lip, looking at Wilbur. “Wilbur?” 
Quackity asked quietly. 


“Hm?” Wilbur questioned, glancing to him. 
“Can we talk for a moment, in private?” 


“Yeah,” Wilbur said. Tommy looked to them as they went to Wilbur’s bedroom, but Wilbur 
just waved him off. 


Behind the closed door Quackity’s shoulders rose with anxiety. “Fuck, Wilbur—first thing’s 
first—please tell me he’s your coworker from the coffee shop and not—” 


“God, fuck no,” Wilbur assured. “He works at the coffee shop.” 


“Okay, Christ—fuck, you know I was goddamn worried for a moment,” Quackity said. 
Wilbur didn’t blame him there. It turned his stomach to even consider that a possibility. God, 
let Tommy not turn out like him in anyway. “Okay, okay—look. I’m not mad at you, ’m 
mad...I’m mad that—fuck, Wilbur—lI need answers.” Quackity shoved his face into his 
hands. “It’s not my business, I get it. But I can’t stop thinking about the money. I’ve just had 
to deal with fucked up shit before that my ex did and I—I have to know what’s going on. 
That money was from the sex work, right?” 


“It’s not exactly sex work,” Wilbur argued. “It’s...only one guy.” But it didn’t really soften 
the blow. Quackity shook his head. He stared around Wilbur’s room, eyes fixed on the 
posters, on the unmade bed. 


“Why? Why spend it on me?” Quackity questioned. ““You don’t understand what that fucking 
means—I’m fucking grateful. I am. But—Wilbur, how the fuck do I not think about it—not 
question it?” Quackity said with a nervous laugh. “People don’t do things and expect nothing 
in return.” 


“T don’t want anything from you, Quackity,” Wilbur said. 


“Bullshit, I don’t trust that,” Quackity said in a rush. He sounded so fearful and Wilbur felt 
his breath catch. His anger made sense. It was a pendulum he added over Quackity’s head. 
The fear of being in debt to someone. To them collecting. Taking parts of you away. 


“T...I didn’t have anything else I was using it for,’ Wilbur said. Quackity looked at him with 
such mistrust, but Wilbur didn’t have any other answers. He shrugged helplessly. “I...” A soft 
whimper in the back of his throat. “Quackity, I’m sorry. I don’t—I just didn’t want to have 
the money anymore. I can’t spend it. It’s too...” Wilbur cleared his throat. 


There was a realization in Quackity’s eyes and an empathy. Quackity grimly nodded. He ran 
a hand through his hair. 


“T...I can get that. It’s not you I’m mad at. My ex used to lend me money. When he did, he’d 
want things for it. Or ‘gifts’ that weren’t ‘gifts,’ Quackity admitted. “Fuck. Wilbur...if you 


really did give me this with no strings—you’re too fucking selfless or really goddamn 
dumb.” 


Quackity swallowed heavy. He sounded so worn out. 


Wilbur cracked a smile, but he couldn’t find the words. They stood there in silence, Beast 
pawing under the door interrupting their thoughts. Wilbur opened the door to let the cat in 
who stood there staring at them. Quackity closed the door. “...One last thing, Wilbur.” 


“Hm?” Wilbur asked and cleared his throat. 


Quackity chewed on the inside of his mouth. He changed whatever he was going to ask on 
the spot. “What’s going on with that Tommy kid?” Quackity asked. 


“T don’t know,” Wilbur admitted. “His...parents don’t seem to be taking care of him. I...I felt 
bad.” 


“Huh,” Quackity murmured. “Where will you sleep if he’s staying the night?” 


“The floor, probably. I kind of want to give him privacy. Mind if I sleep on the floor in the 
living room?” Quackity raised an eyebrow. “What? I don’t want to sleep in the same room as 
the teen.” 


“You know, you’re a big fucking softie,” Quackity muttered. He laughed bitterly. “God, why 
is it you have such a caring heart? It makes you so goddamn painful to be around.” But he 
nodded. “Yeah, sure. Your choice.” 


“Tt’s a sleepover then,” Wilbur joked. 
“We’re literally roommates. It’s always been a sleepover,” Quackity muttered with a smile. 


They end up pirating Baby Driver on Wilbur's laptop, the three of them on the floor, eating 
cheap Chinese food, backs against the couch and Beast curled up on the seat above 
Quackity’s head. Part way through the movie, Wilbur felt Quackity drop his head against 
Wilbur’s arm, his eyes half-closed. Their legs were brushing together, the blanket over both 
of them feeling snug...intimate. Wilbur’s heart burned. 


He glanced to Tommy and saw the teen still raptly watching the movie. He hoped Tommy’s 
parents panicked. They deserved it. They left him stranded with no phone. What if something 
had happened to him? 

But he had a feeling they might not. 


And that there were worst reactions than fear. 


And that even though it felt good now, with Quackity’s hand cautiously resting on his wrist 
and Wilbur feeling for the moment he’d done right—Wilbur feared it going up in smoke. He 
pretended he didn’t read the message from Schlatt. 


Tomorrow, 7 p.m.? 


Nor that he didn’t text a reply with the arm Quackity wasn’t resting against. “Yes.” 


Because school was three weeks away. And...if it all didn’t go up in smoke, he wanted the 
money to pay for it. Or at least that’s what he told himself. Wilbur was scared of what it 
meant if he changed anything right now—if he fought against any of it. 


Scared he’d fall harder. End up in worst misery. 


Chapter 8 


Chapter Notes 


:-/ busy with uni/work/all the stress 


Wilbur ushered Tommy off to his bedroom to sleep, the teen thanking him. Wilbur assured 
him he could lock the door to sleep, and Tommy just stared at him as if he’d grown a second 
head. Wilbur then patiently explained they were two grown men and Tommy was a teenager, 
and if he felt stranger danger— 


“Wilbur, you’re like a brother to me—I don’t think I’m in danger.” 
“You should still lock the door,” Wilbur insisted. 


“What—do you turn into a werewolf,” Tommy deadpanned. Different childhood experiences 
there. Wilbur guessed he should be thankful Tommy didn’t have an inch of consideration for 
what Wilbur was trying to slowly get him to understand. 


“Tt’?d make me feel better if you locked the door,” Wilbur said. He tried something else since 
it was clear Tommy wasn’t going to understand his original fear. ““What if someone broke 
in?” 


“Christ, Wilbur—you have a little bit of paranoia, don’t you?” Tommy said, rolling his eyes. 
Still, he gave in and locked the door to the bedroom to sleep. 


It left Wilbur making a temporary bed on the floor next to the couch, Quackity sleepily 
settling in above him. Wilbur supposed there was nothing making it where he had to sleep 
next to the couch, other than it was the only clear spot of floor long enough for his body and 
it would be nicer. 


“T wish someone had looked out for me like you are for him when I was his age—what is he, 
sixteen...seventeen?” Quackity said, turning on his side to stare down at Wilbur. 


“About,” Wilbur said with a yawn. 
“T was already so fucked up by then,” Quackity admitted. 


Beast padded over Wilbur then used him as a springboard to jump onto the couch, claws 
digging into his ribs as the cat sprung up. Wilbur winced. Beast kneaded on the couch and 
Quackity’s legs before settling into a partial loaf. 


They both lay there, Quackity idly scrolling through his phone and Wilbur staring at the 
ceiling. They’d already killed the lights to watch the movie and hadn’t turned any on. Faintly 


if he listened hard enough he could hear Beast’s purring peak occasionally. 


Quackity sighed, still staring at his phone. Then, “You remind me of an old actor on a show I 
used to watch. He wasn’t as tall, but I always thought about how nice he’d be.” 


Wilbur looked up at Quackity, but his eyes were still glued to his phone. His face illuminated 
in light, but from the floor Wilbur couldn’t see much of it. Quackity paused scrolling. “I 
really like you, Wilbur. Like...in a...” Quackity gestured idly with his phone and his face 
was hidden entirely as he said, “in a...I’d date you, way.” 


Wilbur’s heart quickened, then just as suddenly fell. Oh. But he couldn’t. If Schlatt even 
suspected he didn’t want to know what would happen. Wilbur felt like his chest was being 
caved in and took a shaky breath. Part of him could imagine better. He could imagine 
Quackity’s hand in his, Quackity’s laughter as one day there’d be enough money for dates 
and luxuries and he’d spoil him like he did her. He could imagine kissing Quackity, sitting on 
the couch and Quackity standing between his legs, his hands cupping his face... 


“Quackity, I can’t,” Wilbur said. Because of Schlatt. Because he was too far gone to let this 
happen. Because Quackity deserved better. 


“...1 figured,” Quackity said. But there was a bitterness. A false cheer to his tone as he said, 
“Look, it’s not the first time. It...It happens a lot. I always get crushes on guys I can’t have. 
It’s part of the fun of looking at celebrities—at least there’s no hope.” 


It’s not you. It’s not you, Quackity. Please. I... °Quackity, I’m just scared.” Wilbur wasn’t 
sure he meant to say it like that. To say it like—‘T’ve ruined a lot of what I had and I don’t—I 
don’t want to lose anything else. I feel like everything’s propped on sticks. It’s all going to 
fall apart.” 


Quackity hadn’t reopened his phone. The room was pitch black. Too quiet. Even Beast hadn’t 
made noise. “I feel like that too,” Quackity admitted. There was so much tension. Wilbur 
wanted to reach up and take Quackity’s hand. Maybe they could avoid labeling it and it’d 
hide that they wanted anything from one another. They could just pretend they weren’t 
anything more. But Wilbur felt cold as he heard, “Hey, at least your life isn’t made up of 
lies.” Quackity let out a half laugh. “Mine is...I just don’t want you to think worse of me, 
Wilbur.” 


Wilbur couldn’t help the flicker of paranoia. He couldn’t. It was too far ingrained. He didn’t 
want to know. He didn’t want to know what Quackity was also hiding, because if it was bad 
—wWilbur couldn’t take it. He pressed his face into the couch. 


“Quackity?” Wilbur asked. 
But if he was awake, he didn’t say anything else. Wilbur gripped the blankets. It took too 


long to sleep. 


The next morning, Wilbur dragged himself up and went to start the day. He had work. He 


rapped on his own bedroom door to wake up Tommy and the teen grumbled, but opened up, 
rubbing his eyes. 


“Can I take a forty minute shower?” Tommy asked sleepily. “I’m cold.” 


“You can take a fifteen minute shower. I have to get dressed too,” Wilbur said. Tommy just 
groaned. Wilbur ended up having to also chase Tommy out of the bathroom as the teen 
attempted a thirty minute shower. He knocked on the door until Tommy gave up and 
stumbled out of the bathroom, mostly dressed muttering that he’d only been in there five 
minutes. Tommy borrowed some of his clothes for work. The only ill-fit was the pants. The 
teen complained he hated wearing a belt. 


“Do you not normally wear one?” 
“No, I can avoid it,” Tommy muttered. 


“Just give me back my clothes after work or tomorrow or something,” Wilbur said. He stifled 
a yawn. 


Wilbur felt bad for Quackity who surely was not sleeping through any of this, but amazingly, 
Wilbur did manage to get Tommy to grab all his things, most of his clothes—“Wilbur, I don’t 
know where I put my shirt. Can you just give it to me later?”—and get out the door on time 
for the bus. 


“T’ll be early to work today now,” Tommy grumbled, leaning his head back on the bus seats. 
“That’s a first,” Wilbur said. 
“Puffy doesn’t count my tardies.” 


“T know. You'd have fifty write-ups if she did,” Wilbur muttered. Tommy rolled his eyes and 
stifled a yawn. 


“Thanks, by the way, Wilbur,” Tommy said earnestly. He was staring at Wilbur with wide, 
trusting eyes and Wilbur felt floored. He looked away. 


“Tt’s...let’s hope we don’t have to do it again,” Wilbur said. Tommy laughed awkwardly, far 
too loudly for the early morning bus. The dread of work was lifted some by Tommy’s 
company, even if Wilbur had a deep, paranoid feeling in his gut. 


It’s all going to go to hell. That’s the only way it can ever go. 


Two hours before work ended, someone came in that’s familiar only in how their eyes match 
Tommy’s and how their brows draw together in the same pattern of frustration as his. He 
didn’t even give Wilbur the time of day, walking behind the counter and straight to the office. 
Wilbur looked up from the mocha he was making, shrugged, and returned to making it. 


The door opened to the office and the man was gone from sight. 


Tommy was in the bathroom—as he’d been for the past ten minutes, but Wilbur preferred if it 
wasn’t too busy to pretend that wasn’t the case. Since there wasn’t a federal law requiring 
this place give you a break—unsurprisingly they could and often did, ‘forget’ to give them. 
When Tommy came out, drying his hands on his shirt, he didn’t get a word in with Wilbur 
before the office door opened and Puffy and the man reappeared. 


“Tommy, please clock out—I’1I—tomorrow III discuss it with you,” Puffy said. “Your 
father... your father wanted to talk about it with you first.” 


Tommy’s eyes weren’t on her. They were on the man. There was no one else it could be, with 
them standing in front of one another looking similar in stature and build, other than his 
father. Tommy slunk close to them to reach the punch-in station, his fingers going to the 
number pad, his eyes not breaking from the man. 


There was a vibrant emotion in his eyes. Fear. Tommy looked scared. 
There was no goodbye. 


Wilbur watched Tommy and his father leave and didn’t even have the space between tasks to 
ask—to say anything. Puffy came out and helped him clear the line, her eyes downcast. 
When they had a moment, Wilbur asked, “What happened?” 


“Tommy’s father asked that Tommy be allowed to finish the week, then he’s quitting,” she 
said. Anticipating his next question, she quickly added, “He didn’t give a reason—he doesn’t 
have to.” 


Wilbur felt a stab of pain through his chest. “Puffy—I—why didn’t you stop him?” She 
tucked her hair behind her ears and gave Wilbur a long, tired look. 


“Tommy is a minor; his father is allowed to quit for him,” Puffy said. A small shrug. Her 
eyes went back down. “I’m sorry, Wilbur.” 


“His last day is...?” 
“Sunday,” Puffy said. 


Wilbur swallowed. One more day. That was all. Wilbur opened his mouth then closed it. A 
feeling of loss. Confusion. He felt like he was spiraling. This was his fault. He’d done that to 
Tommy. His—he knew there’d be a repercussion, he just hadn’t expected this. 


It felt too silent. His ears were ringing the rest of his shift. 


He’d fucked over Tommy’s life. Taken Tommy’s albeit over-worked schedule and—now 
what? Tommy was confined to his house? He’d only have tomorrow to ask—what did he 
ask? What did he say? 


Wilbur felt the world around him begin to melt into a haze. 


On the bus, Wilbur opened his email, then the shared document between him and Tommy— 
there was nothing. 


His stomach churned and broiled. Painful. Awful. It felt like any laughter he heard was 
directed at him, every stray glance that landed on him was someone staring. No matter where 
he looked, it felt like there were eyes on him. People talking about him. Laughing at his 
misery. 


He was thankful to get off the bus. But the feelings didn’t leave as he walked down the busy 
sidewalk. They only left for a fleeting moment when his phone buzzed. Wilbur opened the 
message. 


“I’m outside your apartment.” 


From Schlatt. It wasn’t even close to 7 p.m. It was around 4. He’d read the message correct, 
right? Wilbur checked the time. He had. The time on his phone didn’t waver from 4. Either 
he was hallucinating or... Wilbur sent Schlatt a message. 


“You're early?” 
“No shit. Come to my car.” 


Wilbur glanced around and spotted the shiny red car using its hazard lights to park in an area 
it wasn’t supposed to be in. He couldn’t even feel humored. He felt dread. Wilbur walked 
over to it, watching as the hazard lights flicked off. To his surprise, Schlatt got out of his car. 
He put a piece of paper under his windshield wiper after scribbling over the date and flashed 
Wilbur a cocky grin. 


“Fucking lazy assholes don’t check,” Schlatt grinned. “As long as they see there’s a ticket, 
they won’t give me one. You know, they were going to make these electric.” A derisive snort. 
“Buddy of mine bumps elbows with some city council saps enough we can guarantee some 
shit face doesn’t get reelected. Fucking talking about using DUI fines and parking fees for 
funding some after-school program, what a load of bullshit. Kids don’t’ need to eat or 
whatever.” He grabbed a plastic bag and then locked his car, his eyes going to Wilbur. “Why 
the sad face? Be happy, I’m about to treat you real nice, Wilbur.” 


His first response wanted to be, ‘Why are you here?’ But he swallowed it for a slightly more 
polite, “Schlatt, did you need something?” 


“I’m taking you a dinner date, and you don’t have clothes, Wilbur. I brought you clothes,” 
Schlatt said. He dropped the shrink-wrapped plastic bag in Wilbur’s hands. Wilbur could 
surmise it was a suit from what he could see of it. “And I thought myself kind enough to 
make sure you know how to dress yourself in it.” 


The unspoken part was written on Schlatt’s face. He fully expected Wilbur to take him to his 
apartment. It was overwhelming and sudden at the very least. 


“Schlatt—” 


“What the fuck are you waiting for?” Schlatt questioned, gesturing to Wilbur. “What? 
Worried I might be disgusted by the common filth you peasants live in? Nah, I’ve had to buy 
crack from dens worse than this. Give me the tour, Wilbur,” Schlatt demanded. 


He was so out of place. Schlatt wasn’t in a full-suit, his suit-jacket had been discarded, but 
there was a luxurious light-blue sweater in its place that looked to cost at least a paycheck. 
He smelt of cologne and soft wool. His hair was gelled, yet soft looking. 


Wilbur hated it. His apartment wasn’t a refuge by any means. He didn’t feel comforted to see 
it—but he felt mildly less exposed and torn apart hiding in his bedroom. And it felt like he 
was inviting something wicked in. 


Wilbur sighed and nodded. Schlatt fell into step beside him. Schlatt lit a cigarette, not the first 
of anyone to enter the building to ignore the no-smoking sigh. Half of the people Wilbur ran 
into in the hallways did. Wilbur took the stairs as he normally did and saw Schlatt glance to 
the out-of-order elevator than mutter a curse under his breath. 


“Don’t like stairs, Schlatt?” Wilbur humored. 
“Shut the fuck up,” Schlatt whined. 


He was out-of-breath by the time they reached Wilbur’s floor, but he seemed more 
determined to see Wilbur’s apartment. Wilbur was glad the halls were semi empty; he didn’t 
want people to see Schlatt. 


In a neighborhood like this, Schlatt would invite attention. Wilbur unlocked his apartment 
door and prayed Quackity wouldn’t be home. He wasn’t. Schlatt took in Wilbur’s apartment, 
the mess of blankets on the floor and couch, the take-out containers, some not having made it 
to the trash, and then Beast who came out of hiding, tail-up, to sniff the new visitor. 


Wilbur didn’t expect Schlatt’s veneer of kindness to last enough for a cat, but when he 
stooped down, immediately petting the cat, Wilbur was a little taken-aback. Beast liked 
Schlatt well enough. When Schlatt scratched its back it positively cozied up, getting cat-hair 
on his sleek black pants. 


“T can move him to my bedroom if you don’t like him,” Wilbur offered, even though Schlatt 
was now already well distracted by Beast, scratching under the cat’s chin. 


“Does it look like I’m bothered by the cat, Wilbur?” Schlatt questioned dryly as he glanced 
up at Wilbur, Beast rubbing against Schlatt’s hand. “I had a cat at home,” Schlatt said. A note 
of sorrow, “He passed and my schedule’s too fucked for having another cat now.” 


Wilbur let it be as Schlatt, despite Beast’s protest, picked up the cat and cradled it in his arms. 
Beast struggled for a half-a-second, gave up, and then let itself be petted more. Schlatt was 
scanning Wilbur’s apartment with sharp eyes that Wilbur didn’t like. He was picking apart 
the place for details. “Where does the roommate sleep?” 


“The couch, Schlatt,” Wilbur said. 


Schlatt eyed the blankets. Huffed. He followed Wilbur to his bedroom, even when Wilbur 
pointedly muttered, “I don’t need help changing.” 


“Too bad,” Schlatt said. He released Beast as the cat grew too tired of being held, kicking 
hard with its back paws. Schlatt scratched its head one last time and let the cat down as it 
padded away, stopping to lick its fur. “Strip.” 


“Am I getting paid for this part?” Wilbur asked. 
“The dinner’s your payment, now strip,” Schlatt said. 


Wilbur wanted to argue he didn’t agree to those terms, but he closed the door to his bedroom 
behind them. Just in case. The last thing he wanted was Quackity walking in on this. “I’m 
taking a shower first.” 


“Still need to strip for that, Wilbur,” Schlatt said. 


Wilbur gave up. He put the shrink-wrapped clothes on the bed and began to shuck off his 
pants and shirt. He didn’t bother with any sort of tease, but it didn’t matter. He could feel 
Schlatt’s eyes piercing him. Schlatt stepped closer when he was nude. His hand settled on 
Wilbur’s hip then traced lightly up his side, to his shoulder and then to his neck. He pushed 
Wilbur’s head to the side, scanning Wilbur’s skin. He inspected the stubble, his fingers 
trailing the line where it grew. He tapped on the pulse of his throat. 


“Happen to notice there’s only one bed. You aren’t breaking our deal, right, Wilbur?” Schlatt 
murmured. “I don’t share.” 


“No,” Wilbur said. “Not my fault I have a one-bedroom apartment, Schlatt.” 


Schlatt hummed. He pulled Wilbur to him. He kissed Wilbur hard, his mouth tasting of 
cigarettes and faintly mint. Wilbur moved his lips back against Schlatt cautious, but 
reluctantly accepting. But Schlatt’s hands tightened as Wilbur opened his mouth and his 
fingers dug in. Hard enough to choke him. Wilbur gasped into the kiss, and despite himself 
he found he /iked it. The burn in his chest and lungs felt freeing and he welcomed Schlatt’s 
roughness. 


Pressed up against Schlatt, hot and heated like this Wilbur felt lust creep up his spine and he 
whimpered into the kiss. Schlatt swore. He let go of Wilbur’s throat and gripped Wilbur’s 
hair, his other hand digging into Wilbur’s ass and he pushed Wilbur against the bed, halfway 
climbing on top of him. The kiss was frenzied and desperate, Wilbur losing himself in the 
moment. 


Schlatt broke the kiss off and pressed his mouth to Wilbur’s throat. His hands snuck under 
Wilbur’s shirt, groping his stomach and chest. “God, we could cancel the dinner. If your 
roommate’s gonna be back soon I’d love to fuck you hard enough he hears it. Let him hear 
what a whore you are,” Schlatt muttered. He ran his tongue over the fading red imprints of 
where his hands had been. “Let him see it. I’Il leave the door open on my way out.” 


For an insane moment Wilbur considered saying ‘yes,’ but the cold reality set in and he didn’t 
want Schlatt around Quackity. Wilbur shook his head. “I think Ill take the dinner. He 
probably won’t be home for a few hours.” 


“Hm,” Schlatt sat up. His eyes went to Wilbur’s posters on his wall and the other small 
adornments of his room. “A shame. Pretty little twink like he is. He’d probably want to join. 
You know, offer still stands—I’ll pay good money for a threesome,” Schlatt said. He didn’t 
let Wilbur up, digging his fingers into Wilbur’s thigh. “Money you probably need.” 


Ouch. Schlatt massaged his thigh, his eyes lazily locked on Wilbur’s. “What’s the harm, 
Wilbur?” 


“He isn’t gay and I’m not making that choice on his behalf,” Wilbur lied. But Schlatt’s 
expression darkened and Wilbur tried to flatter, “And like you said, pretty little twink like 
him—your cock would rip him apart,” Wilbur purred. 


Schlatt laughed, but he didn’t seem that amused. His hand dug in for too heavy for a moment, 
nails biting Wilbur’s skin and he had to grit his teeth as Schlatt checked his watch on his 
other hand, ignoring Wilbur’s obvious pain. Schlatt slowly stood. “No, no, you’re right. I 
think the dinner will be worth it, tonight, Wilbur,” Schlatt said. “Go get that shower. You 
smell like the coffee shop. I hate that artificial syrup smell.” 


Wilbur sat up and rubbed the bruises forming on his thigh. Schlatt wasn’t deterred much by 
anything he said, Wilbur noted, and worse was Schlatt knew damn well Wilbur wasn’t 
financially well off. Not only did the apartment confirm that, but—god, there was a number 
of things. Would Schlatt see the tuition bill on his counter—had he already? How much had 
he gathered? 


Maybe letting Schlatt into his apartment was worse than he thought. Schlatt wasn’t hiding his 
snooping. His eyes raked over everything and anything Wilbur had. It wasn’t only unsettling, 
he was downright sure it was going to come back to haunt him. 


He walked past Schlatt and snagged a towel and boxers from a week-old clean laundry pile 
and went to freshen up. He stared at himself in the mirror and felt a pit of dread. Why did 
Schlatt want to have dinner? Was it really dinner? 


It also didn’t help his arousal didn’t fade. Glad to see Schlatt’s exactly right, Wilbur thought 
with a stab of loathing. He’s too much of a fucking whore. He tried to ignore it, but his cock 
twitched as he shoved it harshly up and into his waistband, at least hiding the damn erection. 


Schlatt was idly scrolling through his phone when Wilbur emerged. He cast a half-interested 
look over Wilbur’s bare chest before he demanded, “Dry your hair and skin better.” 


Picky. Wilbur dragged the towel through his hair and over his chest and legs. To his surprise, 
Schlatt hadn’t been joking about making sure he properly put on the suit. He also helped 
himself to grabbing things from Wilbur’s bathroom. 


“Do you not have any better cologne, Wilbur?” 


“It was on sale,” Wilbur said as he rolled on deodorant, eying Schlatt rummaging through his 
entire bathroom like it was a bargain bin. 


“Christ,” Schlatt muttered. He tossed it back into place and pulled hair gel in a cannister from 
his pocket. Wilbur eyed it. He carried that on him. Did his hair matter that much? Schlatt’s 
hair looked good for his age, but Schlatt was definitely vainer than Wilbur expected. “Get 
socks on. Nicer than your usual ones. God, see—this is why I have to come over here. I need 
you to look at least less than bottom of the barrel for this.” 


“What, is this a business dinner?” Wilbur asked, pulling out nicer socks. Schlatt laughed. 


“No? Who the fuck would bring...? No, no, actually some of them would and have. No, I just 
care about how I look in public, Wilbur and I’m not eating garbage tonight.” 


“You eat fast food all the time,” Wilbur said as Schlatt made him hold still while he put the 
dress shirt on, crisply folding the collar and the cuffs. Schlatt made sure it hung right before 
he grabbed the slacks. 


“And? No, this is a private restaurant. Something I like to go to for actual decent food,” 
Schlatt said. “Call it comfort food.” 


Then why are you bringing me there? Wilbur wanted to ask. Schlatt handed him the slacks, 
but he made Wilbur pause, eying Wilbur’s situation at the crotch. 


Whatever less vulgar thoughts Schlatt had been thinking vanished instantly. His face was 
fitted with a dirty grin. “Mm, actually. Hold on a moment. Here I thought I’d have to wait 
until after the dinner. I can work with this. We can make this fun. Have you bought butt plugs 
since I last fucked you?” Schlatt demanded. 


Wilbur’s gut twisted. Both with lust and with anxiety. 
“T have not,” Wilbur said dryly. 
“Does your twink of a roommate have one?” 


“Unlikely,” Wilbur said. Schlatt sighed. He ran his thumb over Wilbur’s erection trapped in 
his waistband and Wilbur groaned. Schlatt’s eyes darkened heavy with lust and he shifted 
back on his heels, absently reaching into the pocket of his slacks likely to adjust his own 
erection. 


“You know, I think I may have one in my car,” Schlatt decided. ““We’lI find one that 
vibrates.” 


“Am I getting paid more for that?” Wilbur asked. 


“No,” Schlatt said, and he rolled his eyes. “The payment is I let you keep it. Stop being 
greedy, Wilbur.” 


“Then I don’t want it,” Wilbur said. 


But Schlatt completely ignored him. He let Wilbur put on the slacks and belt and then Schlatt 
stopped him again, pulling out the hair gel. He made Wilbur hold still while he fussed over 
his hair. Once he was satisfied he did Wilbur’s tie and let Wilbur slide the blazer on. Wilbur 


wasn’t sure he enjoyed being manhandled, Schlatt’s broad hands sliding over his chest, neck 
and shoulders, his face inches from his own as he focused on pristinely knotting the tie. 


It made him feel rather like a toy. 


Once Schlatt backed off, Wilbur examined the suit. It was all well-made. Almost everything 
but the slacks was appropriately fitting. The slacks felt a little too tight, but Wilbur could 
blame that on the erection making him hyper-aware. 


“You look presentable. Less cheap too,” Schlatt grinned. He tousled Wilbur’s hair as he 
passed. “Hang tight, doll, I’m going to go see if I have something in the car.” 


Wilbur felt a stab of annoyance and apprehension and dawdled around his own apartment, 
waiting on Schlatt. It didn’t take him as long as Wilbur thought it would and he returned, two 
things in his hand. Schlatt held up his prized possession, and his phone, tapping something on 
it and proudly showing off the butt plug’s feature. 


“It vibrates. Has five settings. Neat, huh?” Schlatt said. 


“T don’t think I want that in me,” Wilbur said. It didn’t look comfortable to sit on. That 
probably was the point. 


“Pussy,” Schlatt said eloquently. “You know, /’ve test driven it. And look at me, I’m still 
alive.” 


Wilbur frowned. He stared at it in Schlatt’s hand for even longer. 
"Need help or can you put this in yourself, Wilbur?" 


Wilbur grimaced. He took it from Schlatt as if he was picking up a live grenade. "...I just 
stick it in?" 


"You might lube it up, but yeah," Schlatt said. 


He cackled as Wilbur's mouth turned further down into a deep frown. He grabbed Wilbur's 
hips and dragged him to his own bathroom. "Fine, you whiny bitch. I'll do it for you." 


Wilbur flushed and pushed Schlatt's hands away. "I don't need help, Schlatt. I just don't want 
to do it." 


"Yeah, I get it. Hence why I'm about to just bend you over my knee and shove it in raw," 
Schlatt said sarcastically. Despite his man handling, he did let Wilbur have the decency to 
undo his belt and peel the tight trousers off his ass. Schlatt slid behind him, pulling down 
Wilbur's boxers with no care. 


"Mm, still hard, Wilbur. I think you'll like this," Schlatt said cupping Wilbur's erection. He 
pulled Wilbur against his chest and kissed his neck. The chaste kisses devolved, Schlatt 
sucking in earnest on his neck, teeth dragging across sensitive skin. Wilbur shuddered, 
leaning against Schlatt as Schlatt teased him, dragging his fingers lightly up and down his 
shaft. 


He had his head tilted back against Schlatt's shoulder, eyes halfway closed when Schlatt 
chuckled and without warning pushed it in slow, his mouth hot and open against Wilbur’s 
pulse. 


Wilbur whimpered, but it was lubed and it slipped in without much resistance after the first 
push. It tickled against his prostate, sending chills down his spine and up his erection. 


Schlatt's hands left him, slapping his ass in parting. "There you go. Not so bad." Wilbur 
adjusted himself and dealt with his erection best he could, fitting the trousers back in place. 


They somehow felt tighter. 


Wilbur shifted his legs experimentally and gripped the sink, staring into the old dingy mirror, 
Schlatt's grin meeting him over his shoulder. 


"You struggling?" Schlatt asked, snickering. 


"No," Wilbur forced himself to straighten up. He managed to walk without making the 
situation obvious, up until Schlatt wound up his hand and hit him hard on the ass. 


"Why?" Wilbur yelped, swearing. He grabbed the couch as he was more aware of the plug 
pressing against his prostate. A warm flood of arousal spread through his stomach. 


"Wanted to make sure it was in there," Schlatt said. "Have fun on the stairs, Wilbur." 


Wilbur did not have fun on the stairs, or when Schlatt kept giggling under his breath like a 
child whenever Wilbur's face became strained. 


It was a miracle he made it to the car without deciding no amount of money would let him 
suffer this. He even managed to stop muttering curse words under his breath when he sat 
down, leaning heavily on one side of his body. 


Chapter 9 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Wilbur had to resist the urge to shift his legs or make a noticeable fuss about the plug in his 
ass. Schlatt's car felt like it vibrated intensely even without the damn thing being on, and he 
was all too aware of the pressure against his prostate and his erection still uncomfortably 
pinned against himself. 


Torment. 


Schlatt was in a good mood. He even offered his aux cable to Wilbur on the condition of no 
country, musicals or dumb shit. 


Wilbur accepted it. Maybe if he listened to something familiar he could detach himself from 
his body enough the feelings persisting against it will vanish. For the first few songs, Schlatt 
didn’t seem bothered. His eyes were on the late-day traffic. People were getting off work and 
turn signals were becoming a suggestion or a very polite exception to the rule, rather than a 
standard. 


Schlatt tilted his head as the song changed, then grabbed Wilbur's phone from his lap to read 
the song. "Depressing. Fits you," Schlatt said putting it down in the cup holder. 


He didn't change the song, only hummed along faintly with the bass. Wilbur stared out the 
window and let his brain buzz. There was a storm forming overhead. The early evening of the 
summer was turning gray as clouds gathered. 


Wilbur liked rain. 


The song did free himself from the arousal clinging to him, but not the fate of dinner. Schlatt 
pulled to a stop in front of a relatively lowkey establishment. It didn't look posh, nor did it 
ring of lots of money, but it did have sparkling lights on the windows. 


Schlatt was surprisingly a gentleman, opening Wilbur’s car door, but when Wilbur went to 
grab his phone Schlatt huffed. "Leave it." 


Wilbur's gut twisted. But he sighed. He supposed he didn't need it. 


"You need to pay attention to your hot date," Schlatt said, settling his hand on the small of 
Wilbur's back. 


"It's hard to ignore you," Wilbur said, "my pretty princess." 


Schlatt cackled, looking genuinely taken aback by the pet name. He covered his mouth 
tentatively, but pulled it away after the blush died on his cheeks. He flashed a small smile. "I 
am royalty, Wilbur. Time someone saw it." 


Wilbur snorted. Only Schlatt could tell a thinly veiled insult into a compliment. Schlatt pat 
his ass, before slipping his hand back to a respectful center of the back. He guided Wilbur to 
the door, even held it open a smidgen for Wilbur to catch it before it fell. 


The inside was quiet. A few smatterings of people and a couple of servers dressed in black 
and white carrying orders. Despite the potential price scale of the place there was an ease to 
the staff. None of the hustle and bustle of a restaurant in the midst of the dinner rush; only a 
calm, collected air. The server seating people talked with someone in a halfway unbuttoned 
suit with a clipboard in his hand in a language Wilbur couldn't place. 


When the man with a clipboard saw Schlatt he beamed, his face lighting up as Schlatt and 
him shook hands. The man was in his early fifties with graying, but still thick hair and a scar 
across his nose and big, bright cheeks that only got bigger with his grin. 


"Mr. Schlatt, it's been too long," he said, taking Schlatt's hand in both of his. Schlatt's hand 
was larger, but the man had more vigor than him. Schlatt grinned. 


"Popov, how've you been?" Schlatt greeted. 


"Ah, not bad. It is good work this time of year, treats me well. Let me guess, your birthday 
dinner? And you brought company this time." 


"Yes," Schlatt said and nodded towards Wilbur. "Wilbur, this is Popov. Popov, my friend, 
Wilbur." 


Wilbur didn't brace himself well enough for the handshake, but managed by the third shake 
of his wrist, that surely dislodged bones in his shoulder, to catch himself and shake the man's 
hand back proper. The man laughed. 


"You're frail. Not into business like Schlatt then, I can tell. Which means..." Popov studied 
Wilbur with a keen eye. Wilbur held the eye contact even if he itched not to. 


Schlatt rolled his eyes as Popov gave him a knowing look. "Easy on the accusations there," 
Schlatt said. 


"Not my business, but your 'friends' you speak of seldom have names. Only agreements and 
contracts," Popov said. "You consider me a friend yet only show up for your food, eh?" 


Schlatt despite Popov's unamused look grinned. "You know me well. I can carve out time to 
come eat here." Popov huffed, but his frown dropped into a shake of the head and a small 
smile. 


"Course you can. But you can't carve out time to see me anymore? What about all those free 
meals I gave you when you were downing more shots than I had glasses, eh?" 


If that kind of information was personal, Schlatt didn’t let it show. His smile didn’t waver, but 
he cocked his head to the side. 


"Paid back kindly," Schlatt said. "I've tipped generously." 


Popov shook his head. He gave Wilbur a look. "Always a deal and a contract with him. If you 
asked Schlatt you could measure kindness by the dollar." 


"You can," Schlatt said, and he put a hand on Wilbur's shoulder. Popov tutted and waved 
Schlatt off. He nodded to the server, taking the menu from them instead. 


"You’re lucky your booth is empty. Last I need is your whining about the seats." 


"They're uncomfortable," Schlatt said. He let go of Wilbur's shoulder as they walked. Wilbur 
wasn't sure he liked seeing Schlatt in a different element. It didn't seem...fake. He guessed 
he'd never seen Schlatt interact with anyone outside of quick, momentary demands. 


And then the other thing. 


Had Popov said it was Schlatt's birthday? Wilbur was taken aback if that was the case. Surely 
not. Schlatt would...take the man he paid to fuck with him on a birthday dinner? Did he not 
have any actual friends or family? 


Wilbur swallowed what might have been a laugh when he realized how often he felt the same 
before he met her...and after they broke up. No friends. No family. 


Birthdays spent alone. For him it was pretending it wasn't his birthday. 
For Schlatt it apparently meant tormenting Wilbur. 


Wilbur sat in the booth, avoiding flinching too hard when the plug pressed against him in a 
way that all too reminded him of its presence. He bit down on the inside of his mouth and 
gripped the menu to avoid thinking about it rubbing against his prostate. He wasn’t even 
reading. His eyes centered in on the serif script of the font used at the top of the menu. 


Schlatt and Popov exchanged a few last pleasantries before they were alone in a quiet part of 
the restaurant with the next nearest people four tables away. Wilbur shifted forward best he 
could, accidentally knocking his legs against Schlatt's under the table to try and escape the 
pressure. It worked, though Schlatt met his gaze with a lewd grin. 


"Like it?" 


"No," Wilbur said. He moved his legs away from Schlatt's and sat as best as he could. He 
regained his composure and stared at Schlatt as Schlatt browsed the menu. There wasn’t any 
answers on his face alone. 


"Is it really your birthday?" Wilbur asked. 


"Yes," Schlatt said, his eyes flitting up to Wilbur's face. "Are you going to be nicer to me, 
because of it?" 


Wilbur didn't answer that. "Why this? On your birthday." 


Schlatt shrugged, and Wilbur realized he probably shouldn't ask. Schlatt's posture tensed. In a 
clipped tone he said, "I like the food." 


Wilbur sighed. Schlatt was paying him for whatever this was going to be after. And he was 
probably paying for dinner. And this was probably going to be the only decent food Wilbur 
was going to get in a while. And... 


There's nothing else going for me. I can't lose this. 


"And having a pretty boy aroused across from you?" Wilbur said. He hoped it'd ease the 
tension and Schlatt raised an eyebrow but didn't bite. Wilbur looked at the menu, but with all 
the other things on his mind, he wasn't sure what he was hungry for. 


Schlatt closed his menu. He watched Wilbur for a moment. "Are you even reading it?" 


"To be honest," Wilbur wasn't even sure he knew what food they served, "no." His mind 
swam too much. 


"And yes, Wilbur, to answer your earlier question. You're here for my enjoyment," Schlatt 
said. "But hey. You're getting food out of it." 


Wilbur snorted. He chose a pasta dish and eyed the drink menu. His eyes went to Schlatt, 
then he laid down his menu and tapped on the drink menu. A small, hopeful smile. A bat of 
the eyes. He wasn’t sure how thick he’d have to lay it on. 


"If you want to get drunk be my guest," Schlatt said. "I don't give a shit." 
"It's your dollar." 


"It's your body," Schlatt quipped. Wilbur froze with that, because it was starting to feel less 
and less like it was his body. But he chose a drink. Something fruity that'd get him tipsy 
quick. Schlatt didn’t comment on his choice as they gave their order, either sensing Wilbur’s 
tension or—Wilbur looked at him. The no phone’s rule hadn’t applied to Schlatt himself 
apparently. He was scrolling through his. 


When he got his drink, Wilbur didn't hesitate to gulp it halfway down. Why not? Alcohol was 
expensive and he needed a distraction 


Schlatt watched him, sipping on a soda with the straw resting between his lips. An odd 
hunger was in his eyes, not just sexual, but something burning in Schlatt he wanted to ask. 
Whatever feeling guided him, it faded when Wilbur opened his mouth. 


"What?" Wilbur asked. 


"Mim..." Schlatt let the straw fall from his lips. "How much do you owe, Wilbur? For the fall 
semester?" 


Yikes. Wilbur took another heavy sip of the mixed drink. He laughed awkwardly. "Hardly 
something I want to talk about." 


"That's cute," Schlatt said. He toyed with the straw on his drink, leaning back in his seat. 
There was a pause as his eyes went to a server who dropped off bread rolls. "But no. How 
much?" Schlatt asked, buttering a roll. 


Wilbur scoffed, but he didn't really see a way out of the conversation. "Around 3,500, give or 
take." It wasn't the most harmful information to give 


Schlatt took a big bite of his roll, his eyes still on the food. "And it's due in less than a 
month." 


Wilbur's stomach chilled, the warmth of the alcohol doing nothing to change it. "How do you 
know?" 


"Googled your university's student account deadline," Schlatt said. Another bite. He finished 
the roll easy and reached for another. "Really, this isn't hard, Wilbur. I'm only looking out for 
you. Or I could be." 


Schlatt’s eyes met his and they were dilated in the low light, endless pits to get lost into. 
Wilbur reached for a roll only to calm himself. He nibbled at it, wishing now he had his 
phone to even look at. A momentary reprieve. 


"Could be?" Wilbur asked. 


"I could make sure you have enough" Schlatt posited. "Or. I could decide I'm too busy with 
work for any of this." Wilbur narrowed his eyes. 


"And what sways your decision, Schlatt?" 


"What you're willing to give in return, Wilbur," Schlatt said. He took a bite of another roll. 
"And how much honesty we have between us." 


Wilbur's mouth set. He gave up eating. "What do you want to know, Schlatt?" 


"Lots of things, Wilbur, but mostly why you keep lying to me about what should be easy 
information." Schlatt said and spun the roll in his hand idly. "I'll give you a chance, Wilbur.” 
His fingers dug into the bread; his knuckles a stark white. “How about you tell me what you 
think I know you keep fucking lying to me about?" 


Wilbur swallowed. He took a sip of the drink to give himself time to think. He had a feeling 
exactly what it was. Quackity. But. If he was wrong... 


"Feel free to think it over. I'll wait," Schlatt said, his voice dry with sarcasm. 


Schlatt idly reached for his phone and with only a flick if his eyes to Wilbur. His intentions 
became clear when with only a small hum of warning, the vibrator turned on. Wilbur had to 
bite down on his straw to stop the whine in his throat. He pressed his thighs together, the 
pressure helping him not think about the sensation running up his spine and mixing 
pleasantly with the buzz of alcohol. 


"About my roommate," Wilbur said. 


"Good boy, Wilbur," Schlatt drawled. He didn't turn off the vibrator. He only set his phone 
down and took a long drink from his soda. "Want to volunteer more or do you want me to 
start filling in details? You can't blame me for the conclusions I feel like I'll have to make." 


Wilbur gestured for him to speak and downed the rest of his drink. Schlatt waited a beat as 
the server neared and offered a refill on Wilbur's drink. Schlatt nodded as Wilbur gritted his 
teeth, his eyes burning a hole in the table as he tried not to focus on the feeling. 


"I get it, Wilbur. Really," Schlatt said. "But come on. He had a public Twitter." Schlatt held 
out his phone for Wilbur to see. Wilbur reluctantly looked up. It was in Quackity's fucking 
bio. Plenty of tweets that referenced it too as Schlatt scrolled. 


It'd all been there for anyone to see. Quackity was gay or at least heavily liked men. 


Schlatt turned his phone back towards himself. "So, Wilbur," he tapped his phone screen and 
Wilbur gripped the cold glass of his drink and bit down on his tongue as this time the whine 
escaped him. The vibrations were far more intense. Wilbur had to fight to keep rational 
thought as part of him ached to desperately fuck himself on the plug best he could. "Why 
don't you tell me why you lied? I'm even being charitable right now and assuming you 
thought you were being charitable." 


"Schlatt," Wilbur gasped out. "I can't—I can't take it." 
"Then talk faster," Schlatt advised and buttered a roll. 


"I didn't want you to hurt him," Wilbur admitted in a rush. He couldn't do this. But he didn't 
think he could stand up if he tried. 


Schlatt snorted, but there was a flicker of not anger in his eyes, but dejection. An indignant 
annoyed noise in the back of his throat. "I'm not a serial killer, Wilbur," Schlatt said quietly. 


Wilbur squirmed. He took a sip of his drink and coughed out, "No, but I don't think it's good 
to...to sign someone else up for this." 


"It isn't like we'd force him, Wilbur. It'd just be you asking for a threesome," Schlatt said. 
"You're acting like a protective boyfriend." 


"I'm not dating him, Schlatt," Wilbur said, his voice raising in volume. He forced himself to 
be quieter. His heart was hammering in his throat. He demurred, "I just think he's a good 
person and IJ don't think... don't want him to be hurt...I care about him." 


"And I'm something dangerous, Wilbur?" Schlatt scoffed. He took a long sip of his soda. 
"You know, you're really paranoid. Have you ever considered he might say 'yes?' Schlatt 
leaned back in his booth, staring Wilbur down. "Maybe he's short on money too. We both 
saw that little confrontation. Money can solve lots of issues. You're pretending you're a 
martyr." 


Wilbur grit his teeth harder, grinding hard enough his jaw hurt. "Then fuck it, Schlatt. I made 
the decision for him. I fear I'll lose him as a friend or maybe Schlatt, I'm a selfish whore and I 
have a deep fucked up fear I'll lose this too." 


Schlatt was stunned. If Wilbur was in a clearer state of mind he would have seen Schlatt's jaw 
slacken. Then, a hesitant gesture where he reached first for Wilbur than withdrew his hand 


and reached for his phone. He turned the vibrator off just as the food was being set down. 
Neither dug in right away. 
They both seemed to process what they’d said, Wilbur’s mouth set in a hard frown. 


Schlatt draped a cloth napkin across his lap and his shirt and then stabbed a fork into his 
food. Wilbur copied him, and shifted his ass in the seat, none too subtly shoving a leg crossed 
under himself and finally finding a smidge of relief. He took a deep breath and dug into the 
food. 


They ate in tense silence for a moment, then, "You know, you're not awful, Wilbur," Schlatt 
said gesturing with his fork. "I'm a little more than hurt you lied to me rather than be a big 
boy and admit your insecurity." 


Wilbur snorted. The food was good and it'd been so long since he ate something this well- 
made. Everything was instant, fast or microwaved. He only wished he could savor this food 
without stress chewing on his insides, like acid sinking through flesh and bone. 


"And would you ever accept 'no?'" Wilbur asked. 
He took greedy sips of his drink, welcoming the buzz slipping into something more fuzzy. 


Schlatt took a while chewing. He pursed his lips. "Depends on your reason. If you're being 
obstinate, then I'm not going to entertain it." 


Wilbur rolled his eyes. "And who defines when I'm obstinate?" He moved the straw to the 
side and ran his tongue over the salt on the drink and knocked it back the rest of the way. 


If Schlatt cared he was aiming to get drunk he didn't say anything. He just raised his eyebrow. 
"I do. After all, Wilbur, you can't judge that for yourself." 


an 


"I think I've been sound in my reasoning for 'no'," Wilbur said and hiccupped. He focused on 
his food for a moment and hardly noticed as the server refilled his drink before slipping away. 
"Quackity is too good for us." 


"Is he?" Schlatt asked. He idly reached across for Wilbur's drink before he could grab it and 
took a sip. He relished the taste before handing it back. "How much do you know about 
him?" 


"Lots," Wilbur said. He told himself it was the truth. 
"Where was he born?" 

"No idea." 

"Where does he work?" 


"At his college." 


"Who are his friends?" 

"No idea." 

"How long has he had a history of petty theft?" Schlatt said. 

Wilbur shrugged, then Schlatt's question sunk in. "What do you mean?" 


"I mean, if you dig hard enough, you can find anyone's history," Schlatt said. "I did. Multiple 
misdemeanors. Mostly juvenile, one adult. Petty theft. And more than one ex friend or lover 

has come forward on Facebook to bemoan him stealing from them. Funny the type of people 
you let live with you." 


Wilbur doesn't want to believe it. It doesn't change anything. Quackity wouldn't. Wilbur 
shook his head in denial. 


"You don't know him," Schlatt repeated. 


"Quackity wouldn't steal from me," Wilbur said, slurring a little. He drank more of his 
beverage and cleared his throat. "Quackity just...he was in a bad spot before." 


"Wilbur, that's naive. Christ," Schlatt shook his head. "You can believe that. If it helps you 
sleep at night, go for it. Personally, I think you're just desperate and horny for a little twink 
with a cute face and you're willing to ignore any red flags." 


Wilbur's gut twisted and he turned his attention to his drink. He just wanted the conversation 
to end. Quackity wasn't stealing from him? Was he? Wilbur didn't check the money out of 
guilt. What if...? His gut twisted further, and he felt bathed in acid with sharp barbs digging 
into his legs and arms. 


"Schlatt, I like him," Wilbur said quietly. 


"It's the people that you like that can hurt you the most, Wilbur," Schlatt said. "You already 
know that's true." 


He did. Wilbur swallowed thickly and sipped at his drink. "If worse comes to worse I'll..." 
Kick him out? Wilbur wasn't sure he could. He didn't feel like he could do anything. He'd 
rather just stop fighting it all. 


"You don't have to do anything drastic," Schlatt said. Wilbur glanced down at Schlatt's plate 
and noticed it was nearly empty. Schlatt slurped on his empty soda before gesturing widely. 
"All you have to do is just think less about being a martyr and act for yourself. Be selfish, 
Wilbur. Or hell, least consider there could be a positive consequence to acting in your own 
interests. You want money. He might want money and it might all work out." 


And wouldn't it be more horrifying to imagine it working out? Because Wilbur couldn't 
imagine it at all. 


Wilbur's mood tanked and he numbly continued eating. Schlatt let out an annoyed sigh, and 
pushed his plate away. "Fuck. You know we need dessert. Cheer up, Wilbur. Least I pointed it 


out to you." 


"I think I'd rather have remained oblivious. I like Quackity," Wilbur said. He was sure he was 
drunk, but he sipped slowly on his drink regardless. This time the server didn't refill it when 
it emptied. He was being cut off. 


Everyone would cut him off eventually. Like a cancerous lump. 


Schlatt flagged the server down and ordered dessert then gestured to their drinks. "And can I 
get a refill." The server pointedly looked at Wilbur. "Popov won't fuss," Schlatt said. "We can 
call him over if you're that bothered." 


The server glanced to their owner, nodded then took the empty glasses, with a quick, "I'll 
bring back refills and the dessert." 


"I'm drunk,” he realized belated with a soft chuckle. “I don't...I haven't drunk so much out in 
public for a few months," Wilbur slurred. "No one to drink with." 


"I’m not drinking,” Schlatt pointed out. “I'm being good, Wilbur, since I'm driving," Schlatt 
purred. "But you can be naughty.” 


Wilbur couldn't stop himself. 


He reached for the drink when it was set down again. It felt better now. Everything did. He 
was so fucking miserable, and his body felt so hot, and his erection nearly hurt, his awareness 
of his balls and ass far too high, but he was starting to feel detached less from his body and 
more from his mind. 


It was like all he had was his body. 
Was it even his? 


Less and less, it felt like he could call it his. His voice was limited to what it could sing in a 
customer service setting. His eyes to the screens of the coffee maker and the measuring cups. 
To his phone and to bills. His hands splitting and cracking open with too dry skin, burning 
and blistering from routine work at the coffee shop. His feet limited to dying soles in his 
shoes as the pacing off the coffee shop wore at his legs too. When would arthritis form from 
this unforgiving work? His stomach was a servant to anxiety and constant stress. His head 
servant to thoughts that made him awful. His once intimate areas to Schlatt. Everything 
between didn't feel whole and connected enough to call a body. 


Yet it was his body. 


Schlatt ordered an abundance of sweets for four men, let alone two. His eyes might have been 
bigger than his stomach. Wilbur thought it could have been cute to see the almost glee in 
which Schlatt indulged. There was something bittersweet about it. 


Wilbur couldn't eat with as much gusto; the sweetness of the cake was too much for him. 
Schlatt made more obscene noises eating the cake, than Wilbur had heard from him in bed. 
Moans that rivaled porn stars trying to sell a scene or web cam girls on their second edible. 


It was turning Wilbur on. He took a swig of his drink, ignoring the straw. He was a 
uncoordinated and spilled a bit of the drink on his nice shirt sleeve. For a moment he 
expected it to burn like coffee, but no. 


"You have frosting in your chops, Schlatt," Wilbur said with a giggle. 


Schlatt wiped at his face absently. He smeared off-white across his cheek before he gave in 
and grabbed the cloth napkin. The imagery of him licking frosting off his thumb, his eyes 
meeting Wilbur's made him ache. Schlatt noticed the bedroom eyes and batted his eyes. 


"Need something, Wil?" 


Wilbur nodded and Schlatt turned his phone over, unlocked it and then turned the vibrator 
back on. Its thrum was welcome this time and Wilbur sunk against it. He took another gulp of 
his drink and leaned back. It was painful, it wasn't enough to send him over the edge, but it 
was enough to make him crave it. He wanted to feel debauched. He wanted to lose the feeling 
of his body too. 


"You going to keep drinking like that?" 
"Mhm," Wilbur hummed. "Feels good." 


Schlatt's mouth set in a small, hardly perceptible grin he hid with generous bites of cake. "As 
long as you're agreeable, Wilbur. I don't give a damn." 


"I'm not sure what you mean," Wilbur slurred. "I'm always agreeable. Too agreeable. No 
backbone these days." 


Schlatt shrugged. "So? Half the people I deal with are like that." 


"I think I miss being spiteful. It doesn't feel like I exist," Wilbur murmured. And it didn't. 
What was anchoring him? It felt less and less by the day. His mind was going. It had to be. 

He was going insane. At least for the moment it mostly felt whited out. The arousal turned off 
the rational thought and the alcohol anything else other than the deep perverse fears clinging 
to the edges. 


Schlatt scoffed, "Eat more of your dessert ya sad sack of bones." 


Wilbur complied, mostly because Schlatt looked offended Wilbur hadn't even finished a slice 
why he'd ate several. 


By the time the bill came, Wilbur wasn't sure he could stand. 


Schlatt didn't seem like he could either, but that was more because he'd let his sweet tooth 
ruin good sense and was clutching his stomach, groaning a bit. "God, why does it have to 
taste so good?" he whined. 


Wilbur giggled. 


Schlatt grumbled, but he got up and then with a look to Wilbur sighed and helped him stand. 
Wilbur leaned heavily on Schlatt, unable to coordinate his feet. If it wasn't for Schlatt's strong 
grip on him he might have face planted as they stepped off the curb. Wilbur didn't even 
remember the trip from the booth to the exit. 


"Mm," Schlatt said. "Your apartment is closer, Wilbur. And I think it's my treat, since it's my 
birthday if we just do it there instead of the hotel." 


He helped Wilbur get in the car, and Wilbur thought he was doing surprisingly good at 
figuring out how to put his seatbelt on. Even if Schlatt leaned over and grabbed it from his 
hands and clicked it in. 


Wilbur rolled his eyes. He tried to think for a moment until it clicked. "Right, right. You still 
want your dick sucked or ridden. Schlatt, I don't...why not the hotel? I like the hotel. Like a 
work...workplace. I don't..." 


"It's my birthday, Wilbur," Schlatt said cutting him off. A sigh, "Besides. Your apartment is 
closer. And won't it be nice, Wilbur. If you can sleep after in your bed?" 


"Is it closer?" Wilbur said repeating the words to himself as he tried to not become 
incomprehensible. "I don't..." Wilbur started. "I don't want you there. For a reason. I forgot. I 
forgot why..." 


"Then probably not important," Schlatt said, patting his thigh. 


Wilbur disagreed, but he couldn't put the words together. His phone was still plugged into the 
aux and as the car started, he relished the familiar music. He switched to a lighter playlist and 
absently started singing along. 


"You sing?" Schlatt was surprised. 
"Used to lots. Love singing," Wilbur said with a laugh. "Fucking loved karaoke." 


Schlatt seemed happy to let Wilbur's voice fill the car, only cracking the windows to let in the 
evening air. Wilbur closed his eyes, melting into the seat. 


It all came to an end too soon. 


Schlatt stopped the car at least this time in the parking lot of the apartment. Wilbur still 
couldn't undo his seatbelt. Schlatt leaned over and unlocked it. 


"Can you walk yet?" 


"I don't know what you mean," Wilbur said. He opened the door and took a few steps out 
before remembering to close the car door behind himself. "It's so nice out. Like fresh air. 
Wish it all didn't smell like diesel." Schlatt lit a cigarette and Wilbur frowned. "Not very fresh 
now." 


"Stop being a baby," Schlatt said. He took a drag and blew out the smoke. "Come on. You 
lead the way." 


Wilbur stumbled, but he considered himself fine to walk. He nearly ran into a woman leaving 
the apartment, but she didn't pay him any mind. Or if she did the words were lost on him. He 
braced a hand to the wall as he climbed the stairs. 


A sudden near shock of vibration nearly sent him to his knees. "Schlatt!" Wilbur yelped. 
"My finger slipped," Schlatt said. 


Wilbur curled his hand into a fist against the wall and took a hesitant step up. It pressed 
against his prostate enough he could feel pre-cum staining his boxers. His erection had 
sagged loose from where he'd shoved it in the waistband and was straining against the 
trousers. 


"Schlatt, off," Wilbur begged. 


Schlatt took another drag on his cigarette. "You have like 5 steps left." 


Wilbur grit his teeth and managed to get himself up the rest of the stairs. Schlatt snickered 
when Wilbur froze, pressing a hand over his mouth. "Schlatt." 


"Hm?" 
"Turn it off," Wilbur begged. 
"Yeah, yeah," Schlatt mocked. 


He turned it off reluctantly. Wilbur shuddered in the aftershocks of his body twitching with 
arousal. He sunk against his door when he reached it, breathing heavy. His face was flushed a 
dark red. 


Schlatt wrapped an arm around his waist and pressed a kiss against the back of his neck. "I'm 
just making sure you're ready, baby." When Wilbur didn’t pull his keys out, Schlatt reached 
into Wilbur's front pocket and found them. He opened the door for Wilbur. "Up and attem." 


"Just realized..." Wilbur started. He mouthed Quackity, but his panic died fast. The apartment 
was empty. Quackity must have had work after classes. Schlatt nudged Wilbur to move so he 
could enter and cast a look around. He didn't bother to hide he was disappointed not to see 
Quackity. 


Schlatt reached for Wilbur, lazily tugging Wilbur back against him. He kissed Wilbur's cheek 
and groped him, running his hands up Wilbur's chest. He undid Wilbur's button up and 
moved Wilbur's hands to tug his blazer and button up off. 


Wilbur groaned. He wanted more to lie down than to do this. Schlatt trailed his fingers to 
Wilbur's stomach and then cupped his erection. "I made you needy all night. You wanted to 
be fucked, don't you?" 


"Schlatt," Wilbur whined. He leaned against Schlatt as Schlatt unfastened Wilbur's belt and 
slid his trousers down to his knees. Then peeled his boxers down. They were stained with 
pre-cum and sweat and Wilbur let out a despairing moan when Schlatt's hand grasped his 
cock firmly, his thumb sweeping over the head, smearing pre-cum. 


Schlatt slid his hand under Wilbur to stroke his balls, pressing his palm into him then to 
Wilbur's ass where he tapped on the plug. "Nice and prepped, Wilbur. God, this thing runs on 
Bluetooth, but if I had my way, you'd wear it to your shitty little barista job, and I could 
remind you of me there." He sucked the flesh of Wilbur's neck then turned Wilbur to him to 
kiss him. Schlatt's mouth tasted of cigarettes and cake, and he was demanding. His tongue 
filled his mouth and it felt like he was sucking all the air from Wilbur's throat. 


Wilbur felt like he was drowning. In an ocean. Drank too much salt water and he had no hope 
of finding surface. Mind already hazy and unclear. 


It was Beast meowing that made him realize with a start if he didn't say anything Schlatt was 
going to fuck him in the living room, one meter from the front door. 


Wilbur glanced to the cat circling its mostly empty food bowl, its wide eyes searching for 
answers. "Schlatt. My bedroom," Wilbur gasped into the kiss. 


"Why?" Schlatt asked, chuckling. "I like how open it is. I don't want to stare at band posters. I 
think the rotting Chinese take-out adds to my enjoyment of this." He flicked at Wilbur's 
nipples, pinching one hard enough Wilbur felt himself sink against the back of the couch. He 
gripped it for support. 


"Not rotting. Been out a day," Wilbur absently said. 
"Classy," Schlatt said and shucked off his sweater and started on his button up. 


"No, Schlatt," Wilbur muttered. "Exhibition isn't my thing." He took a breath and toed out of 
his loafers. "Schlatt—" He was cut off by a hot kiss to the mouth. Wilbur opened his mouth, 
Schlatt's tongue licking across his teeth. 


"God, stop whining. It isn't sexy," Schlatt muttered against his mouth. "You're fine." Wilbur 
heard Schlatt's belt clatter to the ground. Wilbur gripped Schlatt's shoulders for support, his 
head swimming. He was pulled from the situation by an annoyed meow. 


Beast was pawing at his leg; sharp kitty claws catching on his trousers. Schlatt paused and 
stooped down. He looked ridiculous. His gut hanging over his boxers, his trousers sliding 
down his ass as he bent, but he scratched under Beast's chin. "What ya want, bubba?" 


"Quackity feeds him on schedule," Wilbur slurred. He took a grateful breath, catching his 
mind and body up to the moment. His skin felt prickly. 


Schlatt pet the cat with both hands. "I'll get 'em some food. You hungry, bubba?” Beast 
meowed like he hadn’t been fed in days. “Where's the food?" Schlatt asked, looking to 


Wilbur. 
"Think under the sink," Wilbur said. 


He watched Schlatt lumber off, carrying Beast with him. He heard the man belch. Lovely. 
Wilbur steadied himself then gathered up their clothes and braced a hand on surfaces until he 
was at his bedroom door. He threw the clothes on the floor and collapsed onto the bed, 
burying his face into the rumpled sheets. 


He lay there. Sucking in deep, breaths. He clung to the comforter. Part of him considered 
closing and locking the door to his bedroom, but as he rolled onto his back, the world swayed 
dangerously. Vertigo. Wilbur covered his eyes with his hand and sprawled his legs. 


"Where the fuck—ah, you kill joy," Schlatt said from the living room. "You train the cat to 
bail you out?" 


"I wish," Wilbur insisted, reaching for his lamp despite the overhead light being on. "I'm 
going to sleep now. Night." 


"Cute," Schlatt snorted, closing the bedroom door only halfway behind him. "No, you aren't. 
Your work isn't over." 


"Do I need to be conscious?" Wilbur asked. Schlatt tugged his hand off of his face to make 
sure Wilbur's eyes were open. 


Schlatt gave him an affronted look. "That's dark. Yes, you have to stay awake. Jesus Christ." 
Schlatt was pulling off Wilbur's trousers the rest of the way, his fingers trailing across 
Wilbur's calf. "I'm not a necro," Schlatt murmured. "Or whatever fucks sleeping people. I 
don't know those terms. You ever google shit and see those weird fucking videos? Nah, I'm 
not that fucked," Schlatt said. "I hate when there's pets in the back of cam girl's videos. That's 
weird." 


Wilbur tilted his head up to give Schlatt a long, judgmental look. It was only ruined when he 
realized his vision was double and he flopped his head back. 


"The door not closed," Wilbur grumbled. 


"Yeah, it is," Schlatt insisted, grabbing Wilbur's wrist and pressing a kiss to the inside. 
"You're being dramatic. 


He pushed Wilbur's legs apart. Wilbur was too limp to fight him, he only groaned. Schlatt 
hooked one of Wilbur's legs over his shoulder and kissed his ankle tenderly. "You look pretty, 
Wilbur." 


"I don't feel pretty," Wilbur said, dragging his blanket over his face. "Too bright." 
Schlatt tugged his blanket away and gently slapped his cheek. Wilbur reflexively opened his 


mouth; Schlatt had him trained well. He slipped two fingers in, and Wilbur sucked, his eyes 
half unfocused. 


A sound made him open his eyes all the way. He couldn't place it. Schlatt tightened his grip 
on Wilbur's leg, his eyes fluttering down. He toyed with the plug in Wilbur's ass and finally 
pulled it free, slow and torturous. Wilbur whined, gripping the covers. 


Schlatt's hid his grin against Wilbur's thigh and he let Wilbur's leg fall. 


Wilbur didn't connect what the familiar sound was until he heard a clunk of a backpack 
sliding against the wall and a voice, hostile and angry. Wilbur couldn't make out the words 
of...of...the door wasn't closed. That was Quackity. It didn't clear the haze of alcohol. It just 
made him feel jittery. 


"What does it look like?" Schlatt answered. He raked his nails down Wilbur's chest, eliciting 
soft whimpers. Wilbur reached for his blanket again, but he couldn't reach the comforter not 
pinned under him. Something else was said and Schlatt laughed, "I don't see how it's any of 

your business." 


Quackity? Wilbur pushed himself to sit up, just enough to see Quackity despite the height 
difference getting in Schlatt's space. He was gesturing to the front door, his mouth set in the 
darkest scowl Wilbur had ever saw. 


"Get the fuck out of my apartment," Quackity spat. 


"Why? I paid for the service, didn't I?" Schlatt said with a snort, despite his near nudity 
crossing his arms and staring down at Quackity. 


"I'll fucking call the cops--" 


"Who are they going to believe, sugar? You. A criminal. A fucking nobody. Or me?" Schlatt 
questioned. He pushed Quackity back with a shove to his shoulder. 


"Fuck off," Quackity spat, shoving Schlatt's hand away. "He's fucking—he's fucking drunk. I 
can smell it from here. I'll pay back whatever you fucking paid now get out." 


"No," Schlatt said, his mouth set in a sly grin. 


Wilbur pushed himself back enough to sit up. "I'm fine," he mumbled. "Thought door was 
closed. I didn't..." He went ignored as Quackity tried to move past Schlatt. Schlatt practically 
was able to pick Quackity up to move him back out. Quackity brushed off Schlatt's touch and 
looked to Wilbur, then back up at Schlatt, his frown slipping to more raw concern. 


"You done? Everything kosher?" Schlatt asked sardonically. "Wilbur's a big boy, see? So, 
here's how it goes. Either you fuck off or I can pay you, sugar, to lose the attitude and pants." 


Wilbur shook his head. "Don't," he started again, but neither man looked at him. Quackity 
had his hands curled into fists, but the longer he stood there the more he looked unwilling or 
unable to swing. 


"Wilbur?" he asked. 


"I'm fine," Wilbur said. He looked away when Quackity's eyes went to his face. A beat. 


"Bye," Schlatt said. "If you're going to be fully clothed and pissy, go play with your cat," 
Schlatt said. 


Quackity took one step back. Then two. Wilbur sunk back down as he saw Quackity leave 
and heard the front door slam hard. There was a long pause and Schlatt chuckled. 


"The door wasn't closed," Wilbur murmured. 


"Whoops, my bad," Schlatt said. It wasn't remotely an apology. He leaned down over Wilbur 
and kissed his mouth, his jaw, his chest. Wilbur closed his eyes and moved his legs out of the 
way, raising one ankle to hook over Schlatt's shoulder. 


Schlatt bent to grab something from his trousers on the floor. Lube. He kissed Wilbur's thigh 
and knelt between his legs, huffing out a breath over Wilbur's aching cock. "Mm, looks like 
the yelling scared you off a little. You know, as a birthday treat," Schlatt murmured. He 
licked tentatively, tiny licks against Wilbur's head, his balls--Schlatt shifted Wilbur's other 
leg, pushing his knee to his chest and shifted Wilbur's ass up. A warm kiss to his hole. Schlatt 
drizzled lube on his fingers and spread Wilbur's hole. "Oh, you've been nice and loosened up 
by the plug. You want something nice and thick in you, don't you baby?" 


Wilbur hummed and Schlatt pressed a rough kiss to his thigh. He bit down a thin strip of skin 
in his teeth until Wilbur groaned out, "sure." 


Schlatt huffed. He bit again. "Can you sound a little more eager?" Schlatt whined. 
Wilbur dragged a hand over his face and fought to stay fully awake. "Fill me up, Schlatt." 


"You sound so wrecked," Schlatt said, filled with lust. He bit down on the tender flesh of 
Wilbur's stomach and Wilbur writhed, gripping the sheets under him. Schlatt straightened and 
kissed the corner of Wilbur’s mouth, drinking in the sight of Wilbur’s face. 


It didn't take Schlatt much more prompting. He guided his cock to Wilbur's ready hole and 
pushed in. Wilbur moaned. It felt good. After all the teasing and a night of drinking, his body 
thrummed pleasantly, yielding to the intrusion. He gripped the bed and Schlatt tutted. 


"Come on, Wilbur, put some effort in," Schlatt cooed. 


Wilbur opened his eyes, groggy, but he slipped one leg around Schlatt's waist and pushed 
back as Schlatt fucked him. His own erection pressed against his stomach and Schlatt’s; a 
mild friction from Schlatt’s soft stomach kept him heated. 


Schlatt felt good. His cock was thick, his head dragging over the prostate with every thrust, 
his balls pressing against Wilbur’s ass when he bottomed out in him. It was easier than before 
to press back, to chase the orgasm he’d been denied all evening. 


Wilbur felt a welcome hot heat spread through him and his own movements against Schlatt 
stuttered to a halt as he felt his cock twitch hard is it cummed. He whimpered, breathing 
heavy as his body shook with aftershocks and the starts of overstimulation. The haze of sleep 


clouded over his mind heavier and he nearly couldn’t push it back. He dug his nails into his 
hand to keep awake. 


He hoped Schlatt wasn’t far from coming. Schlatt dropped to his elbows, his weight pressing 
into Wilbur as he urgently rutted into him, muttering under his breath, “Fuck, you feel good.” 


Wilbur let out rasping cries. It was heavenly. Pleasure and sweat ran down his spine, but he 
could barely string thoughts together coherently. He locked his legs around Schlatt out of 
obligation, burying his face in Schlatt's shoulder and pushed back against him. The sooner 
Schlatt came the sooner he could sleep. 


“Fuck,” Schlatt whimpered. 


Schlatt came hard and he practically suffocated Wilbur, dropping his entire weight onto him. 
He felt semen gushing inside of him. He felt warm; inside and out. Wilbur let his eyes close. 
After a heavy breath, Schlatt pushed himself back up. “Wilbur?” 


“Mm?” Wilbur asked. 
Schlatt stroked Wilbur’s cheek. "It feels better now, doesn't it?" Schlatt asked. 
“Hm.” 


Schlatt pulled out and kissed his cheeks, stroking his hair. "I'll pay you tomorrow so your 
criminal of a roommate doesn't take it," Schlatt reassured him. "You're fine. I'll go get you 
pain meds. Just a little hungover right now, right?" 


Wilbur nodded. Schlatt got up and Wilbur didn’t watch to see what he was doing. 


He reached for the blanket and pulled it over himself, his body suddenly feeling very cold in 
the absence of a warm body touching it. He turned onto his side, the room still felt like it was 
on a ship, swaying with each small head turn or movement. He wasn’t sure how long he’d 
dozed off for, but Schlatt startled him awake from however many minutes it was. 


Schlatt rested a hand on Wilbur's shoulder, stroking his skin. He set down a glass of water 
and Wilbur's own Tylenol from the bathroom cabinet. Wilbur sleepily glared, only taking in 
that Schlatt was dressed now. 


The businessman stooped by the bed, running his hand through Wilbur's hair soothingly. He 
kissed Wilbur's cheek. "Think this is the best you’ve been. Hardly any bite in you right now,” 
Schlatt joked. 


"I'm going to sleep," Wilbur said. "Can you turn the light off." 


"Sure thing, baby," Schlatt said. There was a clear apprehension. Either Schlatt wanted to 
stay or there could even be a shred of shame or guilt in the way he held himself for a 
millisecond. A regret, but Schlatt couldn't sit with the feeling. "You're good, baby. Just need 
some rest?" 


Wilbur nodded. He wrapped an arm around himself and when the light was turned off, stared 
at bedroom door until he heard the front door open and close. Then, and only then did he 
close his eyes. He was exhausted. 


Again his start to sleep didn’t last. 


Wilbur's rest was broken by the front door opening slow and cautious on its hinges and then 
his bedroom door opening as someone knocked softly on it. To Wilbur's great dismay, the 
light came on again. Wilbur shoved the blanket over his head. 


"Wilbur?" Quackity asked. His voice croaked like he'd been crying. 
"I'm trying to sleep," Wilbur said. “Got work in morning.” 


Anxiety shot through Wilbur’s drunken haze, and he could already feel the warmth of the 
evening ebbing into something unwelcome. Pain was starting to filter through and he wanted 
to fall into a deep sleep before he was aware. 


"I'm here if you want to talk," Quackity offered. "I...Look, fuck, I'm—there's places. There 
has to be resources—" a wet sigh with a soft hiccup. "Was that really—did he even pay you?" 


The last echoing thought he had was Schlatt’s warning about Quackity’s past thievery being 
more than a one-off trait. 


"Why?" Wilbur asked. His heart was thunderous in his ears. "Did you want to steal that?" 
Wilbur forced himself up. Why couldn’t Quackity get he just wanted to sleep? 


He could check. He could check to see if Schlatt was right. He knew the money was 
somewhere in his drawers. 


He stumbled to his drawers and yanked the socks open and fumbled around. His eyesight was 
blurry and off and his hands uncoordinated. He didn’t know what sock bundles he’d already 
checked and which he hadn’t, but the longer he tried to search the more the feeling of anxiety 
built, and he gave up. He couldn’t feel the money and he turned a dark, hollow gaze on 
Quackity. "Seems you helped yourself to it already." 


"I don't—Wilbur, I haven't touched it. I can help you find it," Quackity said quietly. "You— 
do you want help cleaning up or getting into clothes or I can run your sheets down to the 
laundry room. Fuck, I couldn't help you—" 


"You stole from me," Wilbur accused. He threw socks out of the drawer. "I know it's here 
somewhere. You took it. He's right. You're a thief, Quackity. You're a liar, a thief, a dirty 
criminal," Wilbur spat. He tore through the drawers. A feeling of hopelessness sunk through 
him. "Get out of my room." 


"Wilbur, I didn't take your fucking shit," Quackity snapped, wiping at his face. He reached 
for a vape pen nearly out of juice, a burnt smell coming off it and took a nerve-wracked 
greedy breath. "You're upset. Believe me, I get it. I haven't—God, I wanted to help. Wilbur, I 
didn't mean to leave you—I don't know what I was supposed to do." 


"Get out of my room, Quackity," Wilbur said. "I don't need your help." 


Quackity stood there, his mouth set in this awful, mix between a frown and a wavering upset 
expression that he couldn't control and Quackity took a step back and nearly tripped over 
Beast coming over to rub up against him. Quackity turned his head, his teeth clashing 
together audibly. "Come talk to me when you're sober, Wilbur," Quackity said and he left 
Wilbur alone in his bedroom. 


Wilbur sat there on the floor, naked, surrounded by his socks then pushed himself up roughly 
to turn off the light. He stood there in the dark, his body shaky and cum running from his ass 
down the inside of his cheeks to his thighs. He shuddered and crawled back into his covers 
and buried himself there. 
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Chapter 10 


The next morning death would have been preferable. He woke up with a splitting headache 
and the worst nausea he’d felt in his life. His body ached to the point he couldn’t move 
without a shock of radiating pain soaring up his legs and back. His voice was gravelly when 
he attempted to curse his state of being. 


Worst. There was bright light coming through the window. His alarm was well past its due. 
Where was his phone? He was late to work. 


Wilbur’s only motivation to get up was he was about to throw up. He stumbled hard to the 
bathroom, crashed to the floor and gripped the toilet. He’d just pushed the lid up when he lost 
his dinner. Wilbur couldn’t even think of moving. He had his cheek pressed against the cool 
seat of the toilet, his eyes closed, his stomach and chest heaving with each breath. 


A cautious knock on the door. The door that he’d left wide open. 
“T tried waking you up earlier.” 


“Don’t remember,” Wilbur muttered. He heaved again, but nothing came up. “Don’t 
remember lots.” 


But that wasn’t true. The details were blurred, but he remembered what he did. What was did 
to him. What he’d let happen. 


You deserve this, Wilbur. Tell him to leave. 


His thoughts were loud in his head. They echoed off his skull and repeated themselves, 
adding to the splitting headache. He coughed. Wilbur heard a rattle and then a glass of water 
being set next to him. Antiacids. Pain meds. Wilbur groaned. 


“Put me out of my misery,” Wilbur muttered. 


“’.. The money’s still in your sock drawer. I checked,” Quackity said. “Around 2,000. Does 
that sound right?” 


Wilbur shrugged. He knew the exact amount. 1, 825 dollars. Not enough for the upcoming 
semester. 


But enough to afford an Uber to a bridge. More than enough. That wouldn t even break 25. 


Quackity wanted answers. Wilbur really didn’t want to explain himself. It was too familiar. 
“You're scaring me, Wilbur.” “I’m scaring you? I’m scaring myself.” Paranoia. Mistrust. 
Constant, constant, constant thoughts. Always the same. 


The money could still be gone. Even if it was there. Could be fake. Could be his imagination. 
Could be paper and he could be seeing things again. 


Wilbur forced himself to sit up. Work. Did he care? 


Tommy. You have to make him hate you. Otherwise he might eventually email. Ask for help. 
Or worse, ask to talk. 


“Quackity, why are you in the bathroom?” 


“Because it’s 8 a.m. and you’re not at work. You’re on the floor of the bathroom, naked,” 
Quackity said. 


“So?” Wilbur said. He drank the water and swallowed some meds, not bothering to count 
them as he dumped them in his hand. He got to his feet, leaning on the sink as pain shot 
through his lower back. His legs protested. 


Quackity looked exhausted, but he had his arms crossed. He was wearing the same clothes he 
had on last night. Wilbur didn’t remember anything outside the hoodie. Schlatt’s hand on 
Quackity’s hoodie. “So, you accused me of being a criminal? What do you want to know, 
Wilbur? Go on, spill.” 


“Quackity, I don’t have time for you.” Wilbur pushed past him and idly checked the sock 
drawer, stooping to look at the mess he’d left. As Quackity said, there was the roll of socks, 
the money tucked into it again—it had been removed briefly. As Quackity attested. He’d 
removed it and counted it. It’d been replaced. Wilbur’s hands skated over it and with the 
speed of a man who’d work cashier too often, he counted it. 


The same. 

He held up a bill to the light, looking for the security bar and the face. 
Real. 

But what if it s not? 


Wilbur shoved it back in his sock drawer, pushed his underwear in the way of it and then 
dressed, not caring about cleaning up as much as he should. He didn’t want to bother. His 
body hurt and he knew it’d hurt like a bitch to clean himself. That water was not going to feel 
good on his bruised and nail-marked chest and thighs. 


He reached for his phone to check to see if Puffy had called, but it wasn’t on his nightstand. 
Wilbur threw back the covers, dread hitting him. He’d plugged it into Schlatt’s car and never 
fucking taken it out. Fuck. Wilbur stared at his wall and then dragged a hand through his hair, 
a bitter laugh coming up. 


Fuck. You’re so stupid. You’re so goddamn stupid. Why would you leave it? You should just 
kill— 


Wilbur pushed the door open to the bathroom. Quackity had retreated to the living room and 
Wilbur was able to use the bathroom in peace. Reluctantly, he grabbed his towel off the wall 
mount and wet it in liege of finding a washcloth. He dragged it across his body roughly, 
cleaning off sweat and cum, his eyes peeled on his torso in the mirror. He dragged a 


toothbrush across his teeth and applied deodorant. He looked at himself in the mirror, his 
eyes reluctantly traveling up red marks to his throat, to the hickies on his neck, on his jaw, to 
the bags under his eyes until he saw his own eyes. 


A stranger stared back. 


There s something in your skin. You have parasites. You’ve been poisoned. Your body is not 
your own. 


Wilbur absently dragged a hand across his skin, his fingers finding old soft spots he’d used to 
scratch at. He left in a hurry, Quackity’s eyes on him. 


Without his phone, the wait for the bus dragged as did the ride. He was too aware of how he 
must have looked, how he must have smelt off. How every glance his direction felt like a 
spotlight, how every eye seemed magnified, larger than life, staring intensely at him. 
Everything looked like eyes. The stoplights. Circular windows. The cameras on phones 
flashing as people shifted them to their face to look into them. 


You’re being recorded. Everyone knows what you've done. 


Wilbur got off the bus early, one stop before the café. He didn’t know why he did. He 
couldn’t handle it. It felt like he couldn’t feel the ground beneath his feet for a moment and 
his vision swam, but the moment passed. He scratched at his bare arms and glanced overhead 
at the sun, at the mid-morning clouds and heavy summer breeze. 


He dragged himself forward. He hadn’t grabbed his messenger bag he realized. He didn’t 
have his cap. 


He was barely in uniform. 
Fired. Leave. Give up. Not worth it. Too late. 


Wilbur pushed forward a block until he was at the café. The line was predictably longer than 
usual, Puffy working front counter, Tommy behind her making drinks. At the sight of him 
Puffy brightened, but then her smile fell. 


You know how you look, Wilbur. 


He strode past the line, behind the counter and clocked in. Absently he noticed they were 
behind on stock and cleaning. It was funny. That was the only mark he left on this world. 
Making sure this coffee shop ran smoothly. This one place, this one small routine in people’s 
lives. People more worthy, more important than him. He was nothing. 


Wilbur washed his hands, the cold water feeling strange and sending chills up his arms. He 
resisted the urge to scratch his knuckles and donned his apron and joined Tommy fixing up a 
larger order of six mochas, his eyes peeled on the stained counter. 


Tommy’s eyes felt like a heavy weight and Wilbur resisted the urge to tell him to stop. Part of 
him wanted to confide in this poor, just as bad off teenager. He wanted someone to hear him. 
Anyone. 


No, you don t. It'll make things worse. Remember when you told her about these thoughts. 


The line dipped into a temporary lull and Puffy’s eyes went to him. She dried her hands off 
on a towel and puffed up to her manager status. ““Wilbur—” 


Tommy cut her off. He looked tired too, his eyes still red, like he’d been crying and his 
mouth still creased from a pinched look of concerned, but he brushed it all to the side to 
smile at Wilbur. “You look like shit. Like you’ve been crying. Me too big man. I’Il miss you 
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“T don’t care you’re leaving, Tommy,” Wilbur sniped, cold and quiet. He turned more 
towards Puffy, trying to avoid Tommy’s obvious hug, his arms outstretched. 


Tommy rolled his eyes. He went to hug him anyway. Wilbur flinched. Tommy stopped 
immediately. “Christ, your neck is really bruised up. Fight a raccoon with rabies, Wilbur?” 


“Tommy, enough for now.” Tommy opened his mouth in silent protest but Puffy just shook 
her head. "Wilbur, a word,” Puffy said. 


Wilbur nodded and he disappeared into the office with her. There was a moment of silence 
then, Puffy stopped for a moment. She glanced to the camera in the corner of the office and 
gave it a small look, then opened a program on the computer. He prepared for the write-up. 


Fired. Why'd you even bother. Even Puffy doesn t believe in you— 
She didn’t. 
It was not the manager portal. It was the time-clock program. 


She edited his clock-in time to its proper 5:00 a.m. and made the secondary 9:00 am a lunch 
break. She hit enter. She gave him a long, disquiet look. 


“You weren’t late, today, Wilbur,” she lied. Wilbur for a moment saw her not as Puffy, but a 
woman with her own story. He imagined her life outside of this store. Her partner. Her kids. 
Her cooking in a small kitchen. Her pursing her lips at bills. What did she worry about at 
night? What brought her joy? 


She was...someone. 


“T was,” Wilbur said softly. But she shook her head, a quirk in her lips reminiscent to a smile, 
but she couldn’t feign it. 


“But what I want to talk to you about, is this.” She gestured to him. “There’s something going 
on. You look hungover. Please. I know you don’t want to talk about it, but...if you won’t talk 
about it, can you at least...” She took a deep breath and waited. Wilbur looked to the side, at 
the peeling off-white paint revealing old stains. Coffee stains. 


“Nothing’s wrong,” Wilbur said. 


Puffy lowered her eyes. She sighed. She toyed with a pen and tapped it against a sticky note 
pad. 


“T’ve been trying to give Tommy advice. You want to look out for him, so do I. I’m not super 
familiar with it, but when I was at community college, my friend applied for her own aid 
without her parents, because she was emancipated—” 


“Puffy, there’s no point. There’s nothing we can do,” Wilbur argued. He was cynical at best. 
“T tried all I could. This was the result.” 


“Wilbur—” 


“Tf I’m not being writ up, I’d rather be out there,” Wilbur said. “You have paperwork to catch 
up on.” He felt his chest sink at the look of despair she had on her face. Her shoulders sunk 
and she nodded. Her mouth set into a deep frown and she slapped her hands against her 
thighs as she shrugged. 


“Fine. Just...fine, Wilbur.” 


And he opened the office door. For a moment he couldn’t take a step out. It was a rock and a 
hard place. Behind him Puffy who cared too much and in front of him Tommy, idly cleaning 
the counters, and despite whatever awful misfortune he’d just landed, there was this grim 
determination in him. 


Wilbur warily approached the counter, hoping a line of customers would drift in. Fate was 
cruel. No one came in. 


“Wilbur, I’m inspired by you to be resourceful. I may have had all my belongings stripped of 
me—a new punishment by the way. I am like living in pure hell,” Tommy said cheerfully, 
lazily dragging the towel in circles, “but I am going to find a way to keep sending you 
memes. You know, I think you’d like these ones Tubbo showed me in class. The joke is 
there’s no punchline or that it’s only the punchline—” 


Shut up. Shut up. I don t care—I dont care. I cant care. Tommy. Stop. 
“Tommy, I don’t like you,” Wilbur said fruitlessly. 


He didn’t have the energy to be full of hateful vitriol. Tommy was radiating this spirit Wilbur 
wasn’t even sure where he got it from. It was like Tommy seeing Wilbur worse off was trying 
to compensate. It was likely that exactly. 


God, that’s sickening. 


Wilbur felt his heart flutter and for a moment he had a thought. If Puffy was right...it’d open 
its own well of problems for Tommy, he’d be completely on his own, but minors could be 
emancipated...Quackity might be able to parse through the legal jargon better than he or 
Puffy could and— 


Tommy gave him a disbelieving side-eye. “You’re not fooling me, Wilbur. You’re 
heartbroken. Absolutely falling apart. You don’t have to pretend. I’m your favorite person, 


clearly,” Tommy said. “Don’t worry, after Tubbo and Ranboo, you’re my third favorite 
person.” 


Wilbur snorted. He was honored to be third after two teenagers he didn’t know. 
But he was. 


Wilbur scratched at his arms. “Why are you being this...lighthearted?” Wilbur asked point- 
blank. 


“What else can I be, Wilbur?” Tommy asked. He slowed his fake-cleaning. He stared out the 
glass windows of the shop, where two women were talking, clearly about to enter, but not yet 
wanting to finish their conversation. “I’m...shocked. Honestly, I...I can’t even wrap my head 
around most of it. So much has happened in the past two months.” 


Wilbur nodded in agreement. 


“And...I just want to believe it could get better,” Tommy said, and looked to Wilbur for 
reassurance. Wilbur stared back, suddenly feeling very lost in his gaze. His eyes seemed 
magnified, yet everything around them was kilometers away, zooming out as if it was a 

camera on a dolly. 


“T...” It won t. It won t get better. It cant get better. “It will.” 


Tommy grinned brightly at him. “After all, you finally stopped being a stick in the mud. All it 
took was relentlessly annoying you.” 


Wilbur laughed, but it was forced. He wanted to lock himself in the bathroom. And escape 
this. 


“T don’t have my school laptop or phone anymore, but I'll figure out a way. I can still email 
you. I’ll just have Tubbo log on to my account and send you memes. You’ ll like his taste. Or 
I could write letters. Do you know how the post works? I don’t. It’d be like being in prison. 
Have you ever wondered what prison is like?” Tommy was rambling now, and Wilbur 
grabbed the register as the two women entered and another familiar face. 


Phil. 
He beamed when he saw Wilbur and Wilbur wanted to die. 


“Wilbur, hey. You held out on me. Don’t tell me you never did finish writing your resume?” 
Phil teased. He had never finished it. 


“Hey...Phil,” Wilbur reluctantly greeted. Tommy cast a curious look at Phil, but his look 
went to Wilbur. He waited for answers. “I...forgot.” 


“You know, I was chatting to the old editing professor. She remembers you! She oversees the 
writing center and would be happy to hire you, so the resume and cover letter would be more 
a formality for the system at this point,” Phil said cheerily. Tommy was staring harder at 
Wilbur. Then he turned to Phil himself. 


“Wilbur’s a good writer?” Tommy asked, curious. 


“Oh, he’s a great one. Real poet even in his prose,” Phil said with a shrug. He flashed a grin 
at Tommy. “Has a flare for the dramatic, but he’s also a balanced critic. If I ‘d met him sooner 
when I worked on the school paper, I’d have probably tried to get him into proper 
copyediting.” 


Wilbur didn’t want to hear about what he could have been. He’s nothing. There’s nothing 
more he can be. He’s done. He can’t do it anymore. But the room feels like static and the 
conversation continues without him. “Was Wilbur looking for another job?” 


“Tf he still is, there’s one waiting practically,” Phil said. “Wilbur?” 


“T don’t know,” Wilbur said tersely. He tried to focus on work but coming in late meant his 
head hadn’t yet adjusted to the environment. He felt spacey and unsure. His body reminded 
him of its pain. His back pocket felt empty without his phone. 


“You should, Wilbur,” Tommy said. “Phil—was that your name?” 
“Yup.” 


“Phil, Wilbur really hates working here. I’m the best thing here and I have to quit, so you 
should hire—” 


“Tommy, enough,” Wilbur snapped. He didn’t care how it looked to Phil. 


He didn’t want this. He didn’t want to deal with this. He didn’t want to be seen. He didn’t 
want to be reminded of what he could be. He wanted to go back to bed. He wanted to crawl 
into a pit and cover himself with dirt until the worms wriggled into his brain and the vermin 
made a nest in his ribcage. 


“Long night, huh,” Phil said, sympathetically. 
“Yeah, he was late,” Tommy said cheerfully. 


“How about I cheer you up,” Phil said. “There’s a Smash tournament at one of the sport bars 
tonight, and Kristin doesn’t want to go, because of the ruckus, but how about you, eh?” Phil 
offered. Wilbur shrugged. He turned away from Phil. 


He caught Tommy’s concerned look out of the corner of his eye. The teen shifted on his feet, 
looking between Phil’s falling expression and Wilbur’s attempt to put distance between 
himself and Phil. 


“T want to play Smash,” Tommy said wistfully. Wilbur turned further away. He didn’t care. 
He didn’t want to go out. He just wanted to rot alone in his apartment. 


“The bar is 18 and up after Spm,” Phil said. 


“Tm 18,” Tommy tried. 


“Uh-huh.” Phil didn’t sound convinced. To Wilbur he said, “No drinks, but I'll buy you food 
if you help me win,” Phil offered. 


“T don’t know,” Wilbur said. He didn’t want to go. He didn’t. He really didn’t. Because... 
There was something wrong with him. And Phil would grow tired of him. And then he’d let 
another person down. 


You don t deserve this. Phil doesn t even want you there. You’re nothing. 


“T could help you win,” Tommy tried getting Phil’s attention. Wilbur groaned, turning back to 
the conversation if only now he was realizing he was going to have to pry Tommy away. 


He was starting to wish Tommy was anyone else. He was giving him a headache. But in a 
way, Tommy pestering Phil gave Wilbur a longer time to come up with a response. 


“T still don’t know who you are,” Phil said, flashing a bemused look at Tommy. 
“My name’s Tommy. Wilbur’s my brother.” 

“He’s an only child,” Phil said. 

“He’s my brother spiritually—” 


“Tommy, go clean stockroom,” Wilbur said. Tommy rolled his eyes, but when the teen passed 
he was smirking. Wilbur was left alone with Phil. 


Phil gestured in Tommy’s direction, “He seems...loud?” 
“He’s a lot,” Wilbur agreed. He sighed. “Phil, I don’t know. I...I had a long night.” 


“T get it,” Phil said. “I won’t push...” Phil tilted his head and Wilbur knew he was going to 
push. “But it can help...getting out can help.” Wilbur shrugged. “Especially if it’s from a bad 
date. Gotta laugh it off and give yourself less time to dwell on it. Believe me, before Kristin, 
I’ve been there a few too many times.” 


Wilbur shrugged, but this time he felt a reluctant smile creep over. If it could all be chalked 
down to a bad date, it’d do him a lot of favors, but...there was some relief in it being 
identified in a small way. 


“What gave it away?” Wilbur asked, snorting. 


“Hickies and the sour attitude,” Phil said. “You’re not the most optimistic and chipper person 
I know, but you’re downright dreary right now.” 


Wilbur sighed. He glanced towards the stock room where Tommy was dawdling. If he was 
‘stocking’ he was doing so by standing in once place, trying to clearly eavesdrop and toying 
with a stack of cups. 


“T haven’t played Smash in a while,” Wilbur said. 


“T’ll probably buy us food if we lose as consolation,” Phil admitted. “They have good wings.” 
“Brothers Bar?” Wilbur asked. 
“Mhm.” 


Wilbur shifted on his feet. “I don’t have my phone and I don’t know if I’Il be able to get it 
back today. Or...Or if...I wouldn’t be able to get there on my own—” 


“T’m fine with picking you up, if you’re fine with me knowing your address,” Phil said with a 
laugh. “Though if I do turn out to be a serial killer, you have to promise me you’re not telling 
Kristin.” 


“Agreed,” Wilbur said. Tiredly, he rattled off his address and Phil brightly wrote it in his 
phone. He flashed a smile. 


“Well, no phone means we’ll just have to plan a time now. I’Il pick you up at seven?” 


“Seven works,” Wilbur said, but he didn’t want to go. But he agreed regardless. He seemed to 
have no boundaries lately. None at all. 


“See you then, Wilbur. Take it easy,” Phil said, bidding him goodbye. Wilbur stood there and 
a wave of nausea swept over him. He took a step behind counter and without thinking, raked 
his shirt up and dragged his nails down over his arms. Hard enough to draw blood. 


His skin felt wrong. He had flashbacks of hands on him. Of a mouth on him. Wilbur forced 
himself to stop and to wash his hands, but his skin still crawled. Wilbur glanced around. 
There wasn’t any customers. 


“Tommy, Ill be back. Restroom,” Wilbur said quickly, and darted to the restroom. Once he 
was in the stall, Wilbur pushed the sleeves up on his shirt and dragged his nails up and down 
his arms until the itching faded. Blood crusted under his nails, but he didn’t care. 


His body burned. He regretted it. 
What if Schlatt didn’t even pay him for it? What if he never got his phone back? 
You’re so stupid. Kill yourself. 


And the thought repeated. Again. And again. And Wilbur could only hear his blood in his 
ears and suddenly it didn’t feel like his fingers burrowed in enough and if he just tried hard 
enough, dug in deep enough he could rip his veins out. And it’d be gone. And it’d be done. 


Wilbur was only interrupted by the sound of the bathroom door opening and the urinal being 
used. 


The pain set in. His skin was more itchy than it was painful and he wiped his arms off with a 
piece of toilet paper then yanked his sleeves down. He scrubbed his hands off in the sink and 
splashed his face with water. 


Tommy had left stock room, with hardly any stock done, clearly, and was watching Wilbur, 
eyes fixed on him. He offered a small, hesitant smile Wilbur didn’t return. “So, Phil invited 
you to a party?” Tommy tried. 


“Tt’s not a party, Tommy. It’s just a Smash tournament at a bar,” Wilbur said. He put away 
what Tommy had brought out, shoving the bottles of syrup into their respective places. 


“Mm,” Tommy pondered. He brushed up alongside Wilbur, staring at him. “You’re not 
yourself, big man,” Tommy muttered. 


“Tt’s not your business, Tommy,” Wilbur warned him. Wilbur tensed, expecting endless 
questions as he took apart the syrup display to shove in back-ups in the place behind it, but 
they didn’t come. Tommy was silent. 


Tommy sighed. He crossed his arms but didn’t push Wilbur. He helped Wilbur stock now, 
staying close to him. “Wilbur, before I have to go, can I have a hug? A goodbye hug?” 


Wilbur paused. He wanted Tommy to hate him. He didn’t want Tommy to miss him. If he—If 
he—if Tommy ever found out he—If—Wilbur swallowed. Wilbur risked a look at Tommy 
and he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t say no. 


Wilbur nodded. It surprised him how tight of a grip Tommy had. Tommy’s arms felt strong, a 
desperate grip around him that Wilbur couldn’t return as Tommy buried his face into his 
shoulder. Wilbur only lightly draped his arms around Tommy, tentative of showing too much 
emotion to the teen. 


“Be good, Tommy,” Wilbur said to him. 


“Be safe, Wilbur.” Wilbur felt his gut tighten and he glanced down at Tommy. Tommy turned 
his gaze away. “You seem like you got a lot on your plate, but you’ ve got it. I believe in you,” 
Tommy offered. 


This wasn’t what Wilbur wanted. He wanted Tommy not to like him anymore. He wanted 
Tommy to not care. Wilbur wanted to shove him away—or rather he wanted to want to shove 
him away. He didn’t. He felt a warmth in his chest and a tingling sensation in his spirit. He 
cared about Tommy as if he was the brother he never had. 


Wilbur squeezed Tommy lightly and pulled away, his gaze going anywhere but Tommy. “IT 
don’t know, Tommy,” Wilbur muttered. 


“Tl email you when I can. I also have Quackity’s email. He gave it to me when I asked,” 
Tommy said cheerfully, but his eyes were downcast. He was trying to hard to pretend he was 
perfectly all-right with it all. Wilbur nodded. “My dad picks me up in less than half an hour. 
It...I think I'll miss here too. Customers were a bit shit. Drinks weren’t that good, but...it’s 
kind of felt like home.” 


Wilbur let out a bemused guffaw. “This has been a literal hellhole.” 


“You can fell nostalgic for bad homes too,” Tommy defended. He pat one of rarely working 
espresso machines. “Or at least the people and memories.” Wilbur swallowed, feeling his 
throat close. 


There were good memories here, and it hurt all the more. It was a rare moment of wisdom he 
hadn’t expected from Tommy, but there had been slices of old that sometimes fell through his 
own waking moments. 


“Tommy, it’s best to forget those ‘good memories.’ They’re not worth it,” Wilbur said. “Just 
remember how shit this job is and try for a better one next time.” 


Tommy shook his head, he brushed his arm against Wilbur. “You know, you’re awful prickly, 
but you’re a softie.”” He gave Wilbur one last quick hug, tugging Wilbur against him. He 
pressed his face into Wilbur’s back, sniffling. “I’m going to see you again, Wilbur. I know I 
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am. 


No, Tommy wasn’t. Wilbur refused to believe different, but he didn’t have the heart to pry 
Tommy’s hands off of him. After a few more seconds and the doorbell ringing Tommy let go. 
“Sorry, guess we have to work until the end of our shifts, eh?” 


Wilbur only swallowed his words and nodded. 


Eventually, the time came. Tommy’s father didn’t step any further into the shop than he had 

to—holding the door open as he waited for Tommy, his gaze only on his son. Wilbur looked 
away. He didn’t want to see Tommy’s fear or feel the awful twist in gut knowing he couldn’t 
do anything. 


But he still felt the twist all the same. He waited until well after Tommy left to clock out and 
leave. 


As he stood there, his chest feeling heavy he looked back at the coffee shop. He didn’t know 
if he’d have the stomach to return to the next shift. Or the shift after. Or the shift after. They 
were going to be short-staffed again, more so than they already were and now Tommy was 
gone. 


The worst part of abusive homes, abusive parents, abusive anything is it isn’t all bad. The 
cycle was never 24 hours, 7 days a week. Hell, sometimes the ‘apologies’ were Wilbur’s best 
memories. The apologies included vacation trips, big gifts and lots of love poured onto an 
open wound. 


Keyword: cycle. 


After the apology the love would fade, and tensions would ramp up again, and again, and 
again, until they broke, and Wilbur sat alone in his closet as a pre-teen, muffling his own 
crying with any fear of spiders or the dark or anything else muffled by the deep, pressing 
feeling for a need for even the barest feeling of safety. The days that would follow of 
flinching at noises or making himself scarce before she would return. 


But those apologies always made him feel crazy. Always made him feel like he was 
imagining what came before. Wilbur waited for the bus, his hand going to his pocket for a 
phone that wasn’t there. Right. 


How would Schlatt apologize? And how crazy would it make him feel. 


Wilbur didn’t expect to see Schlatt that day. Hell, he was pretty sure he got scammed, but he 
got to walk into yet another argument. He was feeling nostalgic, and they sure had a way of 
yelling that took him back to being five. 


“Get the fuck off my doorstep before I—” 

“Relax, pumpkin, I’m only waiting for Wilbur—” 

“Wait in your car—” 

“T’d have waited in my car, but I bought cat toys—” 
“Take your fucking cat toys and shove them up your ass.” 
“They’re for your fucking cat, sugar,” Schlatt drawled. 


It was a sight. Quackity had his key brandished like a knife, one angry move from attempting 
to gut Schlatt. Schlatt for all intents seemed unbothered, leaning against the door, dressed in a 
nice dark red suit. Quackity had his backpack over his shoulder. It was clear he’d just gotten 
back from work at the University. But Schlatt refused to budge, one shoulder resting on the 
door so the moment Quackity unlocked it he likely could slip in too. 


“Wilbur,” Schlatt greeted. 


Quackity’s shoulders tensed at the sight of Wilbur. He clamped his teeth down and didn’t 
speak. 


Wilbur was wishing he’d chosen to just get hit by the bus instead of getting on it. “Schlatt,” 
he said. 


“Would love for us to have this conversation not in the hallway,” Schlatt started, “but 
someone won’t open the door.” 


“Have it outside. You aren't welcome in our apartment,” Quackity said. He unlocked the door 
and Schlatt predictably stuck his foot in the doorway well before Quackity even considered 
closing it. “What part of not welcome don’t you get?” 


“T think Wilbur gets to decide where we have this conversation,” Schlatt said. Wilbur sighed. 
He reluctantly shrugged. He didn’t want this conversation. He didn’t feel like dealing with 
either issue. 


“Quackity, just go in my room if you don’t want to be—” 


“Or we can have it in your room,” Schlatt suggested, hooking an arm around Wilbur’s waist. 
“Tt’ll be quick, anyway.” 


Wilbur felt hot. It felt like he was burning alive. Quackity was looking at him in disgust and 
the room was collapsing inward. His ribs must be collapsing inward. He was dying. “Fine,” 
Wilbur agreed with the last breath it felt like he had. 


The plastic bag in Schlatt’s hand sounded louder than he thought it should be. It crinkled and 
rustled, and with every step it grew louder, drowning out all noise for a moment until the 
door closed and Schlatt’s hand cupped his jaw. 


“You’re out of it. Hungover?” Schlatt muttered. 


Wilbur blinked hard. They were in his room. He’d thought it’d be more steps between the 
hall and his room. “A bit.” 


Schlatt was silent. Wilbur saw the way he looked to the side, considering something then 
back at Wilbur. “How much extra do you want, Wilbur?” 


“Extra?” Wilbur asked and Schlatt sucked in a breath. An unsteady laugh. Wilbur could see 
his brows furrow and the tension in how he held himself. 


“Look, I may have misjudged how—I was a bit—just...I’m feeling generous. You earned it, 
Wilbur. Extra.” 


“T don’t know,” Wilbur said. What did he value himself at? What did he value what he went 
through at? 


“How about we just double it and we let it stay between us. It was a little misread, but it’s 
nothing that can’t be forgiven, Wilbur? Is it?” Schlatt murmured. He traced his fingers along 
Wilbur’s jaw. “You’re giving me such a vacant look I don’t even know how you’re taking 
this.” 


“I’m taking it as well as I took it last night,” Wilbur said, a dark smile, but it didn’t last. He 
didn’t know how he was taking it. Schlatt grumbled and he opened his wallet. He pulled out 
ten crisp bills and shoved them into Wilbur’s hand. 


“Look, I wouldn’t—I’m not normally—you—” Schlatt stopped himself with a loud sigh and 
also handed Wilbur the plastic bag. “I wasn’t lying to your pissy roommate. I bought toys. 
They’re cat toys. Your cat didn’t have toys, and that’s honestly depressing as shit. It was 
batting at a piece of paper.” 


Wilbur didn’t look at the money, just shoved it into his pocket unable to handle it right now. 
He felt a hysterical laugh at the cat toys. Out of all the problems he had, Beast not having 
proper toys never crossed his mind, but Wilbur swallowed the laughter tickling his throat and 
said, “I’d also like my phone back. I left it in your car.” 


“You did. The alarm annoyed the fuck out of me,” Schlatt said and pat his back pockets. He 
guessed the wrong one at first, then handed Wilbur his phone. At least, Wilbur thought, his 


phone was charged. They both were silent. 


Schlatt let out a disgruntled sigh, sat on the bed then held his head in his hands. “Wilbur, 
you’re going to have to stop looking at me like that.” 


“Like what, Schlatt?” Wilbur questioned. “I genuinely don’t—” 


“Tt wasn’t that bad I would know if it was—you would have—you shouldn’t have kept 
drinking,” Schlatt stammered. He didn’t lift his head. His hair was unwashed and Schlatt 
looked to have not styled it. Despite that it hung loose in curls. Wilbur thought it was rather 
awful how well put together Schlatt could look despite anything he did. “Fuck. Just. I 
normally only call off these kind of arrangements for other shit, but...” 


But? He could end it. And then what. Wilbur wouldn’t have enough money for school. And 
was his life really worth more. 


“T still need money for school,” Wilbur said. “Like you said, it’s nothing that can’t be 
forgiven.” 


Schlatt sat there for a moment. Wilbur wondered if he even considered it. If he even 
considered pulling out his wallet and handing Wilbur the rest of what he needed or if the 
thought would even cross his mind. And if it did, how long did it take for Schlatt to decide 
that was a negative. Schlatt sucked a breath in and ran a hand over his face. He stood and 
brushed off his suit. 


“T’ll be busy with work for the next few days, but next time it’ll be business as usual, 
Wilbur,” Schlatt said. “Rest up.” He kissed Wilbur on the mouth, cupping his jaw. His lips 
met his chaste yet firm. Schlatt let go, but he seemed reluctant to leave. He paused at the 
door, glanced to the bed, to the unmade bed still smelling and looking of last night then to 
Wilbur and left. 


Wilbur pulled the money back out of his pocket and counted. A thousand. The most he’d 
gotten so far from one meeting, yet he was still short for school. He found the sock he put the 
rest of the money in and added the new amount. 


Wilbur felt a bitter hatred curl up in his throat and he stared at the bed. He wished he could 
rip it to shreds with his fingers. He sucked in a heavy breath and grabbed the bag of cat toys 
and opened his bedroom door, ready to throw it in the trash, but hesitated at the sight of 
Quackity sitting on the couch, clutching Beast to him. The cat was asleep, its tail still idly 
flicking and it was nestled up, but Quackity looked unwell. His mouth was set in a deep 
frown and his eyes welled with tears. 


As quietly as he could, Wilbur closed the door to his bedroom and slunk back inside it, letting 
the bag fall safely inside the door. He checked his phone. Five p.m. He had a couple of hours 
before he met with Phil. 


A couple hours to crawl out of his skin. 


He pushed up his sleeves and began drawing his nails over the scratch marks there, clawing 
deeper and desperate to escape the feeling within. 


Chapter 11 


Chapter Notes 


These next 3 chapters (may change how many chapters there’s supposed to be; it was 
always an estimate) are the darkest chapters. I always knew they would be. I conceived 
this knowing damn well about what the turning point was. 


SEVERE CONTENT WARNING: Suicidal thoughts/language/self-harm/etc. 


Wilbur was forced to reckon with the scratches on his arms an hour before Phil was supposed 
to pick him up. They were bleeding. Not a lot. They'd scab over in an hour or two. None were 
severe but hell were they noticeable. 


Guess he was wearing sleeves like he did to work. Wilbur stripped off his work shirt and 
replaced it with another long sleeve. 


He had never dabbled in self harm in the traditional sense. If the traditional sense was what 
they showed in movies with matches and knives. He supposed he considered himself above 
it. He wasn't. Not then. Not now. There was nothing to be above. No one manner of self- 
hatred was anymore honorable. Wilbur as a teen had once, a glancing cut to his thigh while 
sitting on the toilet. 


He was caught instantly because he didn't throw away the razor. His mother made him strip 
naked in front of her for the next four weeks and he never touched a blade again. She was 
crazy, but in that case he supposed it paid off. 


He learned to hide it. Instead, he skipped meals. Skipped sleep. Skipped enjoyable 
experiences. Hide it behind diligent routines. He was too busy with school. With work. With 
the passion. He got caught up in his projects and it all slipped his mind. It didn't, but it saved 
him so many words. 


Obsessions. They don't talk about them. 


"Oh, I'm obsessive about cleaning," they decry or "you know me, a neat freak. I like 
everything organized. I'm a little OCD." 


They don’t talk about the way obsessions truly sound in the head. Fears of things burrowing 
beneath the skin. 


Rats. Spiders. Worms. What greater host is colonizing on your body? In you? On everything 
you touch and eat? Is your skin yours? Truly? Have you not thought to check? To peel it back 
and make sure it’s clean? 


It’s clean? 
You’re clean? 


No matter how much you scratch the itch is still there and there's something inside of you 
that s rotten. And it’s inside your food. Your water. Your showerhead. Your bed. None of it’s 
clean. And you’re so unclean. So filled with rot and decay and your teeth feel wrong. You 
dont look right in the mirror, do you? 


Because you’re rotting. 


Wilbur was once told his anxiety could be more. OCD. "You're a bit obsessive," the 
psychiatrist said. "Pure O. You don't seem to have any compulsions." 


Wilbur thought personally some compulsions must be invisible or so taboo no one thinks 
they're compulsions. 


Which is why he's sitting in bed, scrolling. 


It looked like such an innocent activity. God, Wilbur wondered when people would see 
there's something so deeply wrong with him. They all had. Hadn't they? They were all 
judging him. They were out to get him. They wanted to see him fall apart like this. 


But he was researching something he shouldn't. It was just curiosity. He wasn't serious. Lies 
he could tell himself. Silly Google, trying to keep results from him. That little BERT 
algorithm and its sanitary little scrub of possible copyright infringement or dare you say, 
helpful, but illegal advice. Or rather unsanitary or unethical advice. 


Like how to kill yourself. 


So, you add other little words after. Ones to trick Google. Assure it you're innocent of trying 
yourself. You're only researching. An astute writer. 


The sly thing is Google feeds a certain type of result without any of its little censoring. 
Wilbur thought that journalism class he took on investigation was well worth it. 


The funny thing was how easy it was and simultaneously hard this whole thing had to be. 
Killing yourself. 


Overdosing without hospital grade drugs was possible—the same way parallel parking in a 
tight space during rush hour was possible—but failure would be not only miserable, but 
costly. Liver failure. Kidney failure. His eyes studied the tales from one rather unsympathetic 
emergency room nurse accounting the stupidity and idiocy of those attempts. No organ 
transplants came for the mentally ill, the nurse comments gleefully, it was considered a waste 
by the greater American healthcare system. Wilbur thought himself smart. He didn't want to 
spend his last moments vomiting his internal organs out and shaking with uncontrollable 
spasms. He didn't want to die in a hospital hooked to machines, knowing his organs would 
not last him much longer, but unable to end it. Slowly suffering out his death in agony. 


A firearm wouldn't be that hard to get, but Wilbur didn't think he'd like it. Some unfamiliar 
object heavy in his hands. Wilbur moved past it, after watching a video on how to load a 
simple handgun. The instructor's hands reminded him of Schlatt's. 


Wilbur didn't like blood. But he read. And read. And looked at pictures. The funnier thing 
was people admitting more to near accidental deaths from slips in the workshop. To do it on 
purpose required greater intent that he didn’t think he’d have even if a rat was trapped on his 
stomach in the confines of a hot bowl. 


Too much. Graphic pictures of bloody injuries lingered long after he closed the website. 
It was a news article, dated four years. 
A bridge. 


Wilbur liked bridges. This one was near a railroad. He liked the sound of trains. And this 
sounded better. 


Less risk for failure. Less effort on his part. And it could be a little journey into the heart of 
the city. He wasn't going to need money after that so he could get a snack. Maybe a drink. 
Maybe buy a trinket. Make it an occasion. 


A celebration. 


Wilbur swallowed and lowered his phone and stared at the ceiling. A wave of emptiness 
swept over him as well as nausea. He always read people felt at ease, happy with their 
decision. He wasn't sure he felt that way. 


He didn't feel happy. 
Did he deserve to feel happy? 
What had he done that made him worth happiness? 


He looked at the door beyond which Quackity was crying on the couch. Because of him. It 
was because of him. Even if he were to talk to Quackity, and Quackity assured him it wasn't, 
it was because of him. 


How else should he plan? Was there a day that sounded best? How soon? 


Wilbur didn't know. Wilbur didn't want to write a note, so he didn't. He didn't have anyone he 
wanted to say goodbye to really. He didn't want anyone to worry. Quackity...Wilbur would 
simply just...text him goodbye. The money could be his. He'd best turn in his 2 weeks. 


He supposed it was like everything else in life. He was looking for a kicking off point. A 
point of inspiration. Then. Then he'd do it. It was better to fall before anyone could see him 
utterly fail. 


Seven rolled around too fast or too long. Time felt wrong. A churning awful thing that 
consumed and ate at him and Wilbur pressed his hands into his eyes, hoping the blackness 


and colors behind his eyes would consume him. 


A panicked meow startled him out of his skin. He darted up, concerned. The yowl continued, 
as if the cat was being tortured. Wilbur threw open the door of his bedroom to...silence. 


Beast was curled up asleep; Quackity was on his laptop. Quackity glanced up at him in 
question that drifted to concern the longer Wilbur stood there, trying to subtly look for the 
noise. There was nothing there. There was no screaming cat. Wilbur glanced at his phone for 
the time. 6:42. 


Huh. 


Wilbur ran a hand through his hair and Quackity took a deep breath. "You're dressed to go 
out?" he asked cautiously. 


"Not with...him," Wilbur explained. "I got an invite to go to the pub with an old friend. 
Smash tournament or something like that." 


Quackity nodded and Wilbur was hit with an explainable yearning. 


I don't want to die. I don't really want to die. Please, I want help. Please, I can't take it. Help 
me. Please. I can't- 


"I could always ask Phil if he'd be okay- I mean, if you wanted to go. I don't know if it's your 
style, but I- I'm sorry. I'm...sorry for how I acted. It wasn't right," Wilbur rushed out. 


He won't forgive me. He knows I'm saying this because I'm terrified of him hating me. He 
doesn't want to go. He'll see how- 


Quackity stared at him then slowly stood, putting his laptop down. He stood in front of 
Wilbur as if approaching a startled cat and gently put a hand on his arm. "Wilbur, are you 
sure you should be- I'm not going to try and force you to talk about it, but I don't think you 
should drink tonight and hell, I could give you a ride home early." 


Wilbur's mood plummeted. The sudden vulnerability dried up with the intense fear of being 
known. He didn't want to think about what happened. He didn't want it acknowledged. Why 
couldn't Quackity just acknowledge the apology?! He was sorry for snapping. Not why he 
snapped. Not what came before. This wasn't the conversation- 


"Quackity, I'm a grown man. I'm not fucking pissed or upset about some misunderstanding 
between two adults in the bedroom," Wilbur rushed out. "It was a misunderstanding. That's 
all. It's forgiven." 


Quackity's mouth set, but he only shrugged. He nodded reluctantly. "Yeah, yeah I get it. 
Believe me I've given the same story," his voice trailed off into a whisper then he shook 
himself out and pushed his head back up with the movement. "Yeah, I'm good for a Smash 
tournament. Who's your friend who invited you?" 


"Phil, friend from Uni," Wilbur said. "He's...an all-right bloke." 


"Is he?" Quackity asked. 


"He was the GTA for a lot of my classes," Wilbur said. “He’s not the kind of person Schlatt 
is if that’s what you’re on about it. Far from it. He’s married or due to be,” Wilbur defended. 
Quackity raised his hands and reached for his juul pod, pressing it to his lips he let out a sigh. 


“Do you really want me to go?” 


“T’m not opposed,” Wilbur said, then feeling a lick of loathing at his own instant-hostility 
towards Quackity, “I think it could be fun. If you came.” 


“Then I'll be there.” 


Phil wasn't ruffled or even bothered a smidgen when Wilbur asked to bring Quackity. He 
shrugged and said, "More the merrier." 


"Quackity's my roommate after...she and I broke up," Wilbur explained. "Rent is expensive." 


Phil laughed. "I hear you. Kristin and I originally wanted somewhere far less crowded, but 
rent's only going up, I swear." 


Phil's car was pleasant. It smelt of Phil's subtle cologne and aftershave and faintly of take-out 
only recently thrown out. Wilbur sat up front with Phil and Quackity sat in the back next to 
Phil's backpack and a few messy papers full of printed out reading, syllabus suggestions and 
it looked like he'd been editing someone's paper if the mess of red, blue and green marks on a 
paper clipped together document was anything to go by. 


Quackity glanced at the papers, and relaxed some, spinning his juul pod between his fingers. 
"What do you study?" 


"English," Phil said, glancing at Quackity in the mirror before slowing to a stop for the 
traffic, "though I took an interesting course on game design just to help be a test dummy for it 
—they have to have a certain number of enrollments or you know—and I have to say, I 
almost wished I'd done something like it sooner." 


"I'm a law student," Quackity said. "Seeing all these papers reminds me of my summer 
readings. Disgusting." 


"Pre-law? Or—" 


"Yeah, pre-law. Technically, I think I might also be double majoring in business. I've started 
taking enough courses that it looks I might as well," Quackity said with a shrug. Wilbur 
glanced at Quackity curiously. They hadn't brought up their respective courses of study, and 
Wilbur was amazed to hear how determined he was and how much of a workload he took on. 


"Ambitious," Phil echoed Wilbur's thoughts aloud. "What career are you thinking? Or what 
kind of lawyer?" 


"Don't know. I think as much as I'd love to tackle some issues I saw growing up, I am really 
liking business law-related stuff," Quackity hand-waved. "Could stand to put some 
millionaires in a little bit of hot water now and then, eh?" 


"I can see it in you," Phil said. "Just met you, but I can imagine you around a bunch of suited 
men, advising or delivering for a client." 


"I like to think one day I won't be living in a—no offense, Wilbur—shitty apartment." 


"None taken," Wilbur said. His own fears flickered for a moment, a curiosity having drowned 
them out as he turned in his seat to properly look at Quackity. "You really have that much 
drive after everything?" 


Quackity went to take a hit on his juul pod, hesitated and didn't, since he was in Phil's car. 
"Yeah. You know. Kind of having big goals is the only thing that keeps me going. We're not 
stuck like this forever." 


".,.Guess we aren't," Wilbur murmured, but he didn't believe it. 


"Sides," Quackity leaned back in the seat and crossed his ankle over his knee. "I know just 
the businessman I'd want to crush under my heel." 


Wilbur's mouth twitched down in a frown. He felt a degree or irritation. He didn't want 
Quackity in his business. It was for Quackity's sake as much as Wilbur hated anyone 
knowing. Anyone learning about what he did would see him as sick. The thought struck him. 


He didn't want people to know he whored himself out for money, because that's what he did. 
Someone more confident could play it off as body empowerment or a play of a heiarchy in 
this world that was unjust and cruel, but Wilbur didn't feel powerful. 


"Oh?" Phil asked, not picking up Wilbur's mood with his eyes mostly on traffic. "I could 
name a few. Elon Musk, but that'd be a Sisyphean task." 


Quackity's mouth dipped into a dark smile. "It's just someone I know." 


Wilbur wanted to snap, no, Quackity didn't know Schlatt. What he knew was the few minutes 
of conversation, but then he unintentionally reflected on his own knowledge of Schlatt. 


Where did he work? What did he do? Who was he outside of this? Where did he live? Where 
did he graduate from? 


Nothing. Schlatt seemed to know everything about him, and Wilbur knew next to nothing 
about him. 


His stomach twisted with a wave of anxiety and self-loathing and he sunk down in his seat. 
Wilbur didn't like himself. He couldn't believe how little he could argue he knew about the 
man that fucked him. How Wilbur felt like a product, bought and sold and with all its flaws 
and defects and everything it's made with written on the side, yet unable to know the 
difference between any hands that skimmed over him. Phil glanced over and patted Wilbur's 
knee, startling him out of his skin. 


"All-right, mate?" 
"Nauseous," Wilbur lied. "Car sick." 


Quackity's eyes were on Wilbur. He could feel them. The younger man subtly as he could 
took a hit on his juul pod. If Phil saw him he let it go. It felt like a new tension was in the car. 


Quackity knew he was a whore. He likely hated Wilbur for it or worse saw him as pitiable. 
Wilbur knew Quackity disproved. Maybe Phil could guess. It was written on him. It had to 
be. Emblazoned like a warning in bright red lettering. Wilbur crossed his arms over his 
stomach, shoving his cheek against the cooler window of the car. 


Phil glanced to Wilbur. "Almost there, hold tight." 


Wilbur stared at the blur of buildings, overpasses and traffic blending together outside. He 
didn't feel human. He detached. A shell without substance, carted around mimicking the role 
of something with merit. An empty participation trophy for an event no one came to watch. 


See Wilbur run. See Wilbur hide. See Wilbur die. 


The car was stopped. How long had it been stopped? Wilbur blinked. Phil was getting out and 
Quackity for a moment in the silence of the car leant forward. "Wilbur, we can go home. 
You're upset." 


"Don't tell me how I feel," Wilbur muttered. He unbuckled his seatbelt and put a hand on his 
car door. "I'm not upset, Quackity. I'm a big boy. Just some nausea." 


"I wasn't kidding, Wilbur. I would flay Schlatt, legally or literally. Might take time to build a 
case, but I can dig—" 


"Maybe worry about your own problems, Quackity. Like your ex you owed money to or the 
crimes you—" 


"Wilbur," Quackity cut him off. Grabbing his arm. Wilbur reluctantly looked at Quackity, 
staring into the wide brown eyes. Quackity glanced away for a second then back. "I did 
things as a teen to survive. Nothing felonious. A couple misdemeanors, few months in juvie 
and that's all. I did steal. Fuck if I I'd been a white pretty boy they probably wouldn't have 
given a fuck, but they're bastards." A quick, anxious deep breath. "But whatever picture 
Schlatt wants to paint of me or anyone else you know, Wilbur, won't be real. It'll be whatever 
gets you to isolate yourself." 


Wilbur let go of the car handle. "And how do I know you're not lying either?” Wilbur asked. 


Quackity sighed. His breath smelt of the fruity juul pod and a faint mix of an energy drink, 
overly sugary sweet ichor clinging to his breath. He pulled his shirt to the side and down. 
There was a scar, not more than a year old. Still a bright pink and textured looking between a 
cut and a gouge. "My ex got handsy when he got angry. Pushed me a little too roughly the 
first time I left. Entertainment stand broke." Quackity didn't go into more detail, his voice 


faltering. He took a deep breath. "He told me a lot of shit, Wilbur, about my friends, my 
cousins—none of it meant shit, but I believed him. I promise you," he let his shirt hide the 
mark. "I'm not lying." 


Wilbur looked away from Quackity and rested his head on the car seat. Phil, magnanimously 
wasn't pressing either of them, standing a meter or two away outside the car, idly scrolling 
through his phone. 


It wasn't like that. Schlatt wasn't his partner. Schlatt didn't care. But Wilbur’s chest hurt. 
Quackity didn't deserve anymore hurt. Wilbur felt a sudden note of fear at what killing 
himself meant for Quackity. Would money be enough? Would Quackity be okay? He was so 
ambitious and driven, surely he'd bounce back from a little setback like his roommate dying. 


"I believe you," Wilbur said. Quietly, "I'm...sorry." 


He was sorry for a lot. Like he couldn't give Quackity any promise he was done with Schlatt. 
Or on the path to anything good. 


Quackity took a long hit on the juul pod again, sucking in through his teeth. Anxious tremors 
showing in his quivering shoulders, he went to pat Wilbur, hesitated, then pat the seat. Wilbur 
looked at his hand and felt a pang of longing. He wished Quackity had touched him. He 
wanted to tell Quackity it was okay. He wouldn't flinch. He liked Quackity's hands; dainty 
and small compared to Schlatt's with a faint scar on the back of his knuckles and a few 
freckles dotting the pale skin. His hands had seen better days. Dry and needing moisturizer. 
Schlatt for all his flaws took care of his hands and skin and hair. 


He wondered if it was like American Psycho or was it more likely Schlatt stood in front of a 
mirror, alone, his watch alight with messages of meetings and drinks, but only him in the 
mirror. An unmade bed of luxury sheets, but no one to share. His appearance was his last 
fortitude, something easy to grasp. 


But did he like himself either? Maybe Wilbur was projecting. He could imagine Schlatt eying 
the faint signs of gray hair. Pinching fat that came over his boxers. Cringing as he had to 
move another notch down his belt. Did he loathe himself when he fucked Wilbur or did he 
finally feel good? 


Did either of them want what they had? 
Did Schlatt consider self-mutilation? 
Did rats crawl in his pristine skin? 

Did he see himself as beautiful? 


"Come on. Bunch of nerds playing Smash await," Quackity said, and he did touch Wilbur 
now. The barest touch he could to his shoulder, but it stirred Wilbur out of his thoughts. 


Wilbur pressed a hand to his mouth, swallowed, but stepped out. 


The earth did not swallow him and the bar did not become loud and hedonistic, only a faint 
sound of music and chatter with each swing of the door. Phil flashed him a smile and Wilbur 
braced himself for hell. 


The bar was lively, but not too crowded. There was various switches scattered about and 
groups talking. A gal with brightly colored hair had her arms crossed and amicably was 
talking to another gal cleaning the bar, her eyes sparkling as she laughed and listened to the 
pink-haired gal. The bar TVs had been commandeered for the event, with a laptop hooked up 
to the bar's computer and scoreboards with small animations of Smash characters at the 
comer with team names filling the scoreboard, more slotting in and moving the boxes as 
people signed in. 


The man adding teams was as big as Schlatt, but less broad with a chubbier belly and a 
neckbeard. His face was far more jovial and tinged pink, his glasses a bright red and his long 
curly hair brushed behind his ears. He wore a t-shirt with Link and a lanyard. He was helping 
a couple choose a name for their team. 


All around the bar was filled with all sorts, even a group of frat boys who despite their 
appearance, were happily talking to a group of dudes they could snap over their knees with 
their chiseled calves and bulking biceps. The group the frat boys talked to looked to be barely 
18s who reminded Wilbur of Tommy, including a particularly tall teen with a face mask who 
was awkwardly looming above the rest. 


"Bit crowded compared to the last one with school out," Phil commented. "I think we can 
have up to 4 a team. Kristin and I never went above just the two of us." 


Phil led them over to the tall curly haired man signing people up. He beamed at Phil. "Hey, 
there's the man that got us a pay raise." 


"Only 50 cents and you know it was Kristin who helped me draft that argument," Phil said, 
waving him off with an embarrassed flush. 


"Phil's been the level-headed genius at University senate meetings. Always breaks down all 
the crosstalk and mumbo jumbo technical speak into plain terms so they can't dupe us. A real 
tactician, I'll say. Sad your skills don't transfer to Smash," the man said with a laugh. 


"Don't tell them that," Phil said with a chuckle. 


"No Kristin tonight? She get sick of seeing your losing streak, old man." The man eyed 
Wilbur and Quackity curiously. "I'll warn you Phil places low. He's always too cocky." 


Phil waved him off again. "Any good team names?" He asked Wilbur and Quackity. 


Quackity hummed in thought and Wilbur scanned the room for an idea, only half into it. His 
skin crawled. There were so many people here. Sure, most were going about their own 
business, but he felt lost. Voices began to blend together. Faces darkened and twisted, smiles 
becoming cruel and strange and laughter sounding harsh. 


It was sudden when he felt a tight squeeze to his hand. Quackity. His small hand had gripped 
his, dry fingers gripping his sweaty ones tight. "Wilbur?" 


Wilbur stared at a bottle with an orca whale on it. "Orcas." 
Phil just nodded. "Orcas it is." 


The man typed it in. "Three of you? Just need to put in initials. It'll be 2 of you a round when 
you're doing versus, feel free to switch yourselves out as desired." 


The process concluded a minute later and they moved on to find a good place to sit. Most of 
the booths were set up with switches on the table and numbers slapped on the highest 
available surface near the booth. Someone was drawing out a bracket on a whiteboard that 
looked to have been stolen from a school study room. 


Phil ended up wrapped into a conversation with more GTAs and Quackity tugged Wilbur to 
sit down. Wilbur was acutely aware of his hand in his. He felt a blush creep over his cheeks 
when Quackity squeezed his fingers. 


They found a near-quiet area, and Quackity took a breath of relief. "God, it's a lot busier than 
I thought it would be." 


"Trust with this many GTAs it somehow would end up this organized," Wilbur murmured. 


The two bumped legs accidentally and Quackity glanced at their interwoven fingers. "Do you 
mind? I just—I used to have a friend who grounded me the same way." 


Wilbur shrugged, dragging Quackity's hand up with the gesture. "I don't mind. I- It did help. 
Thank-you." Quackity's cheeks tinged pink and he shrugged too, resting their hands on his 
leg. 


A commotion drew their attention. Someone had entered who attracted many loud greetings 
and guffaws. It was a scrawny man with bright pink short hair, glasses and a red and black 
flannel, a Zelda Tri-Force necklace and notably, the most shy, sheepish grin Wilbur had seen 
on someone. That grin turned genuine when the far shorter Phil embraced the man. 


"Techno!" 
Techno's grin stretched ear to ear. "They're still letting old men like ya in?" 


Phil snorted; he was smiling the biggest Wilbur had ever seen him. "And here I thought you 
wouldn't be back after last time when you lost to the newcomer," Phil said, tugging the taller 
man down to ruffle his hair. "You look better. Gotten some sleep?" 


"Here and there," Techno said with a sheepish shrug. "Had to take a break to recover." 


Phil tugged him into another hug. "And it's done you well! I'm proud of you, taking care of 
yourself!" Techno ducked his head, abashed. Phil, to Wilbur's surprise, hauled Techno over 
to them. The man let himself be dragged, nodding as other people greeted him. Phil stopped 
in front of Wilbur and Quackity and gestured good-naturedly to Techno. 


"Meet my old pal, Techno. He's a bit shy." 


"I'm shy because ya drag me around like I'm fresh meat for the taking," Techno dismissed 
with a laugh. He pulled his arm out of Phil's grasp and rested his arm on Phil's head. Wilbur 
raised an eyebrow. He thought he might have seen Techno before but there was a blur to the 
memory something was off. Techno hadn't been as present. Or was it him? 


Techno answered that question for him. "Wilbur. We shared a class or two. 'Fraid I had to 
drop one. Nice ta see ya again." 


"Likewise," Wilbur returned. There was something about Techno he was straining to 
remember. 


Quackity nodded in greeting. Techno wasn't too keen to start a conversation so Phil took 
over. "Should be starting up soon. Who are you teaming with?" 


Techno shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked on his heels. "Connor. Was in my 
business 101 class I took this semester ta fulfill some last-minute requirements." 


"Connor? God, he was a nuisance," Phil said. Techno nodded gravely, but then flashed a 
smile. 


"If we weren't banned from teaming still," Techno said. 
"What'd you do to get banned?" Quackity asked. 


Phil laughed, he covered his mouth with his hand. There was a clear shame to whatever he'd 
done, but not an overly serious one. He pressed his face against Techno's shoulder with a 
groan. "Wilbur, it makes me being drunk with you look tame." 


"When we won," Techno started and Phil yanked Techno down to put a hand over his mouth. 
Techno rolled his eyes and Quackity gave Phil an impressed eyebrow raise. He squeezed 
Wilbur's hand and Wilbur had to admit, he was curious to what Phil got up to. 


"There were valid reasons! Out of context and- and to everyone else it looked insane!" Phil 
defended. "God, Kristin brings it up on the anniversary of the day. She still has photos from 
that night." 


Techno pulled Phil's hand off his mouth and shrugged. "Looks like it's a secret. Least, to most 
everyone here. A few still remember." 


"It wasn't even done here. It was at the unofficial after party, so I don't even know why they 
had the gall to ban our team," Phil said, sinking down and brushing himself off. Techno 
shrugged again. "I promise it wasn't anything that bad." 


"Define 'bad,"" Techno started. 


"Oi! Get back to your teammate if you're going to be a nuisance," Phil said elbowing him. 
Techno guffawed, but with a final pat to Phil's shoulder he drifted back over to a guy ina 
Sonic hoodie. 


Wilbur stared after Techno. A flash of a memory formed. One muddied by his girlfriend at 
the time being in that class. 


The professor wasn't present yet and it was the day of presentations. Wilbur was on one end 
of the lecture hall, laptop open to his as he spell checked it lazily and added a few transitions 
to spice things up, his girlfriend browsing Instagram beside him. 


His attention was diverted from a panicked squeak from someone else in the hall. 


He glanced up to see another student, tall, with glasses, staring at his laptop in horror. After a 
moment of mumbling he put his hands over his ears, and pressed his head into the table, 
hyperventilating. 


The next time he glanced over, Techno had left—laptop, backpack and everything he’d had 
still sitting on the table. 


Techno didn't return to class after that day. If Wilbur remembered right he didn't even present 
his project. 


Whatever had happened, Techno did seem better by comparison to at least that moment. 


Wilbur rolled the memory in his head, searching for more context, but he knew why he 
himself didn't want to look at those memories. Her. 


Towards the end he could feel the breakup coming. The way even sitting a meter apart he 
could feel a cold distance growing. Her eyes always elsewhere, her phone, her friends, other 
men—wWilbur told himself he imagined it. 


Despite Quackity's hand he felt his stomach drop, a queasy cold flush of numbness and dread 
spreading over him. Wilbur felt weightless. The void ate at his flesh. His brain fixated on 
every time he yelled in anger towards the end, the panic attacks in the bathroom and then the 
breakup. 


"I think there's something wrong with you," she said. 


Small. Sudden snark. Wilbur had been absently helping her unpack groceries, his mind 
replaying a song and his thoughts on dinner. He glanced over and she was leaning on the 
counter, fidgeting with her hair 


"I'm moving out at the end of the month." 


He hadn't known what to feel. "You...sorry, what?" He knew he'd been angry. So had she. She 
snapped her hands down, her mouth downturned. 


"You—" A harsh noise of frustration. "Because I didn't know how to even do this with how 
you've behaved. We've stopped going out and doing things. You're constantly in a mood. I'm 
about to graduate and Wilbur you've dropped four classes these last two semesters. Not to 
mention last week?" 


Wilbur didn't know what she meant. His stomach twisted painfully and it was the first time he 
felt the void coming to consume him. "I don't—" 


"It was my birthday, Wilbur. You forgot. You forget a lot, Wilbur. I ask you to pick something 
up, I ask you to wait to buy something, I ask you to go with me to a ceremony—but hey, 
nothing like staying in the apartment staring at a wall? We don't do anything." 


Wilbur felt a well of annoyance. "Because everything you want to do is with your friends. 
They don't like me anymore." 


She shrugged. "They hear about how you are from me. Not like you talk to them or try to. 
You don't talk to anyone. We could go on dates, Wilbur, but god forbid you stop being so 
fucking paranoid." 


"I just—this last year has been hard. I don't know why," Wilbur said. He'd felt less passionate. 
He felt unable to focus. Everything was overwhelming. Everything felt distant. 


"At first I thought it was because of school too. Stress." She shrugged, the movement a harsh 
gesture and she grabbed the milk, shoving it into the fridge. "But then it kept getting worse. 
God, Wilbur." She gave him a long look, disgust evident. "You're not who you used to be." 


"I've been under a lot of stress," Wilbur repeated, clinging to it. He'd pushed off the idea of 
going out. His head felt scrambled and he struggled to keep it together for some classes, let 
alone anything else. "It'll get better. I'm just taking one more semester, less classes." 


"Yeah, well, good luck," she said. "You're going to end up like that guy in sociology last year 
who fucking snapped." 


She was gone by the end of the week. She'd already started packing long before she had the 
conversation. 


There was never a "we're breaking up." 


Only the long ringing note of that last sentence hanging in the air long after he stopped 
smelling her perfume weeks after she left. 


Wilbur couldn't return to the moment. For a horrifying what felt like hours he was in the void, 
dismembered, left to suffocate. Until he wasn't. 


It was the loud bang of a door swinging against a wall and someone's apologetic, "whoops. 
Goddamn door." 


He was in the bathroom. Staring at the inside of a stall door covered in advertisements. 
Wilbur couldn't remember when he'd walked off. How long it had been? 


Wilbur got up, brushed himself off and washed his hands. He was scared to look at his 
reflection. He glanced up once and took a step back, his chest heaving. For a flicker of his 
vision he saw his childhood self, a young teen Wilbur with a bruise on his jaw and his face 
stricken with fear, his mom looming over him. After a moment his vision cleared and he 
wiped his hands on his shirt with a sigh. 


When he returned to the crowded bar he felt overwhelmed. The tournament had begun and 
the noise was too much. Wilbur felt the strong urge to cover his ears, his heart pounding 
painfully in his chest. A cold sweat chilled him and he shivered violently and eyed the back 
exit door. 


He couldn't breathe. 


Wilbur ducked out the door and into an alley that smelt of cigarette smoke. The noise didn't 
fade. The city was loud with traffic, honking and the distant sounds of chatter and music from 
the bar. Wilbur did sink against the dirty wall and covered his ears, trying to calm his 
breathing before he hyperventilated. The sound of footsteps drew his attention, and he looked 


up. 
There was no one there. 


Wilbur lowered his hands and stared at the empty alley. His hands were trembling. He opened 
and closed his fists, but the trembling continued. /'m going crazy. I'm dying. I'm dying. I'm 
dying. I'm dying. 


The bar's door swung open, a man stepping out to light a cigarette. He was in an apron and 
the bar's logo on his shirt. He nodded at Wilbur and opened his phone, scrolling through 
something. Wilbur forced his breathing to steady and eyed the door to the bar. 


I could leave. 
And go where? 
You don't know where you are? 


Idiot, check your fucking phone map—just because you don t know this part of the city 
doesn t mean its like the wilderness? 


An Uber to a bridge? 

Wilbur, that's insane. That last one took on her voice. His mom's? His ex's? Who's to say. 
Just go. Don't think. 

That guy is staring. 

You look crazy. You know he's staring. 


Wilbur glanced up, but the man was looking at his phone. If he noticed Wilbur's distressed 
state, he made it not his business. Wilbur had most the mind to go walking off into the street, 
unable to stay still. He gripped his phone tightly in his pocket and pushed the door to the bar 
open. 


He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t leave Quackity wondering where he’d gone. Not tonight. Not 
right now. It felt like it took ages to find them. It looked like they’d just finished a round. Phil 


was talking to Quackity amicably who only shrugged, gesturing to the Switch. They both 
turned to him as he approached, Quackity’s eyes flicking from ease to instant concern. 


“You were in the bathroom awhile,” Phil commented. “Missed the first round, but that’s 
alright. Quackity plays well.” 


“Yeah,” Quackity said, but his eyes were on Wilbur’s. “Are you feeling okay? Still 
nauseous?” 


Wilbur shook his head. He shoved his trembling hands into his pockets. “I’m fine. Hopefully 
ready to win the next round too—I do admit I’m a little rusty.” 


“Oh, we lost the first round, but if you can win us one, that’d be the charm,” Quackity said 
with a laugh, but the laugh didn’t sound right. Maybe it was in Wilbur’s head, it sounded off. 
Fake. 


It was in his head. But if he replayed the sound too much it started sounding like hers. As 
they waited for the next round, Quackity gently tried to take his hand. 


Wilbur crossed his arms, his eyes skating away from Quackity. He stared at a wall. 


It wasn’t worth it. Engaging. Wilbur pushed back the part of him that felt hurt when he saw 
Quackity’s pain as Quackity took the rejection quietly, putting his hands in his jacket pockets. 
As the bar grew noisier and more intense, Wilbur dug his fingers into his arms. 


Chapter 12 


The bar became a blur. Not a pleasant blur, like the landscape out the moving window of a 
tram or the foggy morning skies. It was the unpleasant drunken hazy blur, the one you got 
with a concussion or the one felt after a surgery—Wilbur hadn’t even touched alcohol. 


Wilbur couldn’t ground himself. 


He wanted to stay in his head. He didn’t want to be here. He should just die. He doesn’t 
deserve this. He’s bringing everyone else down. He doesn’t even remember trying to play the 
tournament. Only they were soon knocked out of the winner’s bracket. 


“Ah, well, we can always watch Techno now,” Phil had said, not seeming bothered at all. 


To Wilbur even something so inconsequential as losing the tournament felt like only another 
strike against him, a testament to who he was—a failure. 


Quackity had gotten a drink and was sipping it slowly, his eyes on his phone. He wasn’t 
enjoying himself, and Wilbur blamed himself. He’d done that. He’d made Quackity feel that 
way. He should just leave. They wouldn’t notice. He could slip out and— 


“Wilbur,” Quackity said, “We need to talk about something. It’s kind of urgent. Can we do it 
in private?” Quackity said, lowering his phone. 


Wilbur prepared for the worst. He wasn’t sure what it would be. Quackity found a less busy 
corner, near the group of freshly turned 18-year-olds who were taking a break. Their group 
had been doing well, and they were now doing a quick card game, cards spilled out across a 
bench since all the tables were taken up. 


Quackity tapped something on his phone, then said, “You’re like aware that kid you brought 
over, Tommy, is like living in a shit home, right?” 


It wasn’t the conversation Wilbur expected. He blinked. His brooding was replaced by an 
instant flare of concern. “Yeah?” 


“He asked me if there was a way he could legally leave and live on his own, since I was a law 
student,” Quackity said. Quackity looked a little rattled by that. “It would not be great of me 
to give legal counsel to a minor without like someone’s actually bar certified—like definitely 
frowned upon, but—if he’s a good kid and you know him...?” Quackity trailed off, and 
Wilbur felt his mind change tracks. 


“Tommy’s a good kid,” Wilbur affirmed. “I—Did something happen? I don’t—I don’t think 
he sent me an email.” He opened his neglected email box. Tommy had. 


Three. 


He felt crushing guilt. He hadn’t thought to check, Tommy’s last day had only been today, it 
—he’s so selfish. He couldn’t think to check in on the teenager. Wilbur started to spiral, but 
Quackity went on talking. 


“T could talk to one of the lawyers we have at our clinic. I kind of work front desk there. I 
think they sometimes do some charity legal counsel,” Quackity said. “I just do not know 
Tommy well enough to advise him to do what I did or do it how I did it.” 


“Do what you did?” Wilbur asked. Crime? 


“Get emancipated,” Quackity answered. “It—I—” A look down at his feet. “Like I went 
about it the wrong way and it was only a formality after a string of other shit.” Quackity 
scratched at his hair and shifted to lean on one leg. “It’s also not at all easy. Not just the legal 
side, but the being a teenager in charge of your own living expenses and shit all at once.” 


Wilbur nodded, though he had no experience. He was taken aback. He’d heard the term, but 
Wilbur wasn’t sure what to even think about it. He hadn’t even tried to leave his own home in 
his teen years, even at its worse. 


“T...I don’t know,” Wilbur said. “I wouldn’t want Tommy to pursue that and end up ina 
worst situation.” 


“T agree,” Quackity said. “He’s—I couldn’t get a job at first and crashed with boyfriends that 
weren’t...the best.” 


He pushed his hair out of his face and sunk in on himself. Wilbur felt a wave of pity and 
sadness. Quackity hadn’t deserved that and Wilbur before he could stop himself put a hand 
on Quackity’s arm, gently curling his fingers around his elbow. Quackity looked up at him, 
then wordlessly stepped closer and pressed into his head into Wilbur’s chest, leaning against 
him. It wasn’t quite a hug, but it felt like one and cautiously Wilbur wrapped his arm around 
Quackity. 


“T think I'll tell him to give me a few days. I’m going to see if one the presiding lawyers is 
willing to like to advise,” Quackity murmured. He sighed and suddenly fisted a hand in 
Wilbur’s shirt. “Sorry, it’s—it’s a mix of the past coming up right now. Really hitting hard.” 


Without thinking Wilbur muttered, “You’re not alone.” 


He held Quackity for the moment, feeling his unsteady breaths gushing out against his chest 
and the hand clenched in his shirt slowly loosening until Quackity was breathing steadily, 
calming himself with the scent of Wilbur’s cologne. Wilbur felt his chest ache so painfully he 
was sure for a split second he was having a heart attack. 


Wilbur’s thoughts swirled. Tommy had a problem, he almost was a problem—not him, but at 
the same time--him. Tommy was now an obstacle in the way of the end. Wilbur had honestly 
expected with Tommy’s father quitting on his behalf, he was now another piece of Wilbur’s 
life gone—he wouldn’t have to worry about what it meant to Tommy if he /eft. But if Tommy 
was in trouble or danger then Wilbur couldn’t even try to ignore it. 


Although he could procrastinate further on reading the emails; he was scared to see what 
Tommy had said. 


The problem was Tommy, even with how bad his parents could be, was still a kid living a 
middle-class life who hadn’t had to support himself. A bitter part of Wilbur loathed him for 
it. At 13, he had to make his own appointments, get his own groceries, mail in the rent money 
on his mother’s behalf, talk to officers about her boyfriends and travel the town on his own. 
Wilbur knew all the adult responsibilities he’d have in front of him long before he’d learned 
trigonometry or considered going to prom. 


It could be just as traumatizing to let Tommy try to live on his own with no one to support 
him. 


Quackity sniffled and wiped his eyes. He sunk against Wilbur, and Wilbur could feel the 
zipper of Quackity’s jacket against his stomach. He could feel the heat radiating off him and 
despite all that happened, he felt starved for the touch. It felt good. Comfortable. 


Without thinking, Wilbur bent his head and kissed Quackity’s scalp. Quackity’s hair tickled 
his face and when he pulled back Quackity was staring up at him with wide, fond eyes. It 
scared him. He could almost see the next moments that could play out if he didn’t move. He 
could see Quackity stand taller and press his lips to Wilbur’s, his delicate hand cupping 
Wilbur’s cheek and the soft mouth moving firm, loving against his own. 


Wilbur stepped back and Quackity’s gaze broke. 


“Sorry for crying on you,” Quackity said, wiping his face on his sleeve. “I’ve just been 
stressed.” 


Wilbur didn’t say anything. He was feeling a mix of self-loathing and soul-crushing want. He 
shouldn’t encourage Quackity. He was going to let him down. He should be colder. Distant. 


But he didn’t want that. Not really. He wanted to bring that moment back, he wanted 
Quackity to kiss him. 


“Can I be honest, Wilbur, I really don’t like Schlatt. It’s—He really brings back bad 
memories, Wilbur.” 


“He’s none of your business,” Wilbur said. 


“Yeah? It feels kind of like my business when he has the nerve to practically threaten me in 
our apartment.” 


He forced up the mental wall, Wilbur couldn’t care. He couldn’t want this. He knew all the 
things he could say to make Quackity stop trying to help him. 


And for a selfish, wanting moment—he wanted Quackity so much, and he couldn’t think of 
anything except promising him it would get better. Wilbur bit his cheek until he tasted blood. 


“He is bad,” Wilbur admitted. “But he’s all I have.” 


Quackity blinked. His mouth set, an angry smile. Nothing friendly, only the sharp baring of 
teeth then, “That’s not even remotely true, Wilbur. Look—look around us. There’s so much 
more—you don’t need his money. You don’t need him. There’s other options. There’s— 
Wilbur, you just need to...let anyone help you.” 


“Can we not talk about him?” Wilbur pleaded. “Or any of it. I—we were talking about 
Tommy.” 


Quackity stood there, boiling in a mix of emotions. He dropped his shoulders and sighed. 
“You're right. Let’s just drop it. I’m sorry I brought it up. ’1I—I’m going to reply to Tommy 


and...and get us some water to drink.” 


Wilbur watched him go, his heart beating hard. He pressed a hand to his chest as if to quell it, 
but could do nothing to stop it. Rubbing the skin at least made the feeling subside. Quackity’s 
warmth clung to him and Wilbur turned his head to see where Phil had gone. 


Phil was crowded around with a few others watching one of the tournaments. Techno was 
playing, his mouth set in a small smile even as he played and occasionally his eyes would 
dart to Phil, and the smile on his face would grow brighter, fonder. There was a long 
friendship there and Wilbur couldn’t help feeling a slight bitterness. 


Pushing it down, he joined Phil and Phil glanced at him. “Feeling better, Wil?” 


“Yeah,” Wilbur lied. He watched the combos of Techno’s attacks, seemingly effortless and 
smooth. “He’s a good player.” 


“He is,” Phil said. He crossed his arms and leaned against one of the walls. “You know, you 
two would have a lot to talk about. Similar majors. You’ve both been through shit.” 


Wilbur glanced at Phil’s face, searching for another meaning, but there wasn’t any. “I don’t 
know if I’m looking for more friends.” 


A scoff from Phil, but it wasn’t angry. It was exasperated. “Don’t be difficult. He won’t bite,” 
Phil said. “You’re always oddly shy about new people.” 


The match concluded and Connor slapped Techno’s back as they celebrated their win. Techno 
stood, grinning and greeted Phil first. 


“Well, looks like Ill be fighting kids now,” he said with a gesture to the eighteen-year-olds. 
“T’m sure you'll slaughter “em,” Phil said cheerfully. 


Techno hummed. He rubbed where his glasses settled on his nose and his eyes went to 
Wilbur curiously. A wry smile. 


“You're looking at me like Ill bite you,” Techno commented. 


Wilbur tried to push down his scowl, but it was ineffective. A sigh. “Sorry, Phil said I’m not 
good with new people.” 


“Here I thought it was because you mighta remembered me badly,” Techno said. It was a 
joke, but Wilbur felt a stab of guilt. “You know, Phil mentioned your work when I took 
creative writing this last semester.” 


“Oh? Nothing bad?” Wilbur said, side-eying Phil. 


“Only praise, and...some criticism of your metaphors and characters. Said you were a bit 
more Virgina Woolf with the style.” Phil tutted. “Don’t worry, he gets on to me about not 
enough character.” 


“I’m only passing on the professor’s comments you shit,” Phil said. Techno barked laughter. 


“If only ya were! Ya add your own snark to each of those reviews,” Techno admonished. 
Then a kind smile to Wilbur, “If ya wanted, I’m always down for a chat about any of that. Or 
anything—been trying to make more friends, been kind of lonely... with only Phil.” 


“Shut up,” Phil said rolling his eyes. “Though you caught me trying to get you some.” Phil 
gave Wilbur a guilty look. 


Wilbur had worried Phil was just pitying him trying to get him to befriend Techno, but now 
he could see it was mutual pity at the very least. 


“You have an interest in any video games?” Techno asked. 


Wilbur shrugged. He hadn’t played any in a while. Not enough time or money. “I suppose. 
Depends?” 


“Got a few consoles at my house,” Techno said. “Always looking for more people to play 
with; Phil’s suggesting I set up a game night now.” 


“Hey,” Phil said, holding up his hands. “You’ve reentered society. I figured we can start 
paving the way for annoying your dad by having people over constantly.” 


Wilbur shifted on his feet awkward. He hadn’t really bonded with others playing video games 
—he hadn’t been with that kind of crowd since year ten or so. There was no point, part of 
him argued. But he nodded. 


Techno offered his phone number and Wilbur exchanged his own. Phil pat them both on the 
shoulder. “There ya go. I’m gonna go take a piss. Don’t let them start the next match at least 
until I’m back.” 


When Phil was gone, Techno let out a soft sigh. 


“T always feel awkward when he does that,” Techno admitted. “No pressure now, if ya don’t 
actually want to hang out. I know Smash and nerd things ain’t everyone’s cup of tea.” 


“Tt’s not you or that,” Wilbur said, grateful to be able to admit it. “I’ve not been feeling very 
social. It’s taken a lot out of me to come here.” 


“Ya aren’t alone there,” Techno said and reached for a half-filled water bottle. He took a 
drink. “If Connor over there wasn’t depending on me to win, I’d have already gone home and 
crawled into bed.” 


“You make it look so effortless,” Wilbur said and Techno laughed. 


“Thanks, I’m having a stroke internally from all the clamor,” Techno said. They lapsed into 
an easy silence, neither feeling the need to speak. 


Wilbur had to admit, maybe Phil was right. They didn’t seem that incompatible as friends. He 
didn’t imagine he would have approached Techno on his own. Curse Phil, he supposed, for 
making him make friends. 


Quackity rejoined them and handed Wilbur a glass of water. Wilbur took it, gripping the cold 
cup, the condensation feeling welcome against his hands in the heat of the bar. He took a sip. 
Techno nodded to Quackity. 


“How’d the last match go?” Quackity asked to break the silence. 


“Good,” Techno said. “I saw you play a little earlier.” A beat of awkward silence. “So, how 
do you and Phil know each other?” 


“T don’t know him honestly,” Quackity said. “I just know Wilbur.” 
“Ah.” Techno didn’t know what to say. 
“He came here for emotional support,” Wilbur said. 


Quackity grinned at him. Quackity settled next to him, his arm brushing Wilbur’s. He took a 
sip of his water. Wilbur shifted the water to his left hand and then, shyly, let his fingers brush 
against Quackity’s arm. Quackity didn’t look at him, but he raised his hand and gripped 
Wilbur’s tightly. A soft squeeze. 


The rest of the tournament did not pass in a blur, and Wilbur was grateful for it. At times it 
was slow, awkward, and painfully mundane, and Wilbur welcomed it. The pressure had 
lifted, and even without alcohol he felt his numbness fade into a small, content buzz. 


Nothing had changed, yet... For the moment, it felt okay. The bitter emotions had quieted. In 
a stroke of luck, Techno and Connor had not won—the teens did. They celebrated loud, 
raucous—and then tried immediately to get drinks, which no one bought for them. Despite 
that, they seemed to find a way to seem drunk enough everyone else gave them a wide birth. 


Connor sighed, rubbing his temples. “I was so close. Damn.” 
“Good thing we lost. I didn’t want to owe you my N64,” Techno said. 


“A shame,” Connor said. “I have to continue hunting for one in flea markets.” He stretched. 
“T’m going to head out. I have a doctor’s appointment in the morning.” 


Phil and Techno wished him goodnight, and Phil turned to them. “Well, I was planning on 
getting the over-priced bar food, but’ —a jab of the finger at the teens— “they’re kind of 
loud. Anyone object to going and getting pizza?” 


No one did. Techno rode with them, and Wilbur migrated to the backseat, sitting next to 
Quackity who leaned on him, closing his eyes. He seemed exhausted, sleepily dozing off 
against his arm, breathing relaxed. Wilbur was nearly lulled to sleep by him and dropped his 
head against Quackity’s. 


The pizza was the best thing he’d eaten in weeks and he dreaded the moment it ended. Phil 
drove Quackity and Wilbur home first, the rest of their pizza in a box for them. Quackity was 
sipping a soda, his eyes on the window. The traffic lights and headlights illuminated his face 
in a variety of colors and Wilbur was memorized, his eyes sweeping the soft contours of his 
nose, his lips, his cheeks. He looked away well before Quackity could notice. 


It felt like the magic ended the moment Wilbur was in front of his bedroom door again. He 
couldn’t move. His hand was on the handle, Beast brushing up against his legs. The sleepy 
warmth he’d felt vanished. Quackity looked at him where he was putting the pizza in the 
fridge. 


“Wil?” 

Wilbur swallowed heavily. “Nothing.” 

“T had a lot of fun. Phil’s a good dude. So is Techno,” Quackity said. 
“They are, aren’t they?” Wilbur said. Joo good for me. 


He didn’t know what showed on his face, but Quackity stopped beside him, bending down 
and picking up Beast. He cradled the cat against his chest and asked, “Did you want help 
with the laundry?” 


“2” Wilbur couldn’t speak. He took a deep breath. “No, I’m fine.” 
“Wilbur?” Quackity asked again. 
“T’ll do it later. I’m going to bed.” 


He tugged his door open as if there was a monster on the other side, stepped through and 
closed it hard behind him. He didn’t turn on the light in his room. Couldn’t. The smell of sex 
and cologne still lingered in his room, the unwashed sheets holding the memories. 


Wilbur sunk down against his door, pressed his head against the wood and didn’t move. He 
folded his arms across his legs and closed his eyes. He didn’t expect to doze off, listening to 
the faint sounds of Quackity getting ready to sleep himself on the other side of the door. 


When he awoke it wasn’t yet morning, and when he fumbled to open his nearly dead phone 
he saw it was 3 a.m. Wilbur felt rotten. Crusty. His teeth felt thick and dirty, and his clothes 
smelt of the bar and the pizza. He hadn’t even taken off his shoes. He forced himself up, but 


he didn’t turn on the light. After a long moment standing over his bed, he started stripping it. 
He felt his way through it, unwilling to give himself any light to see by. 


He snagged his bottle of laundry detergent and forwent the basket—all the clean clothes were 
still in it anyway. He shoved everything into a ball and shambled as quietly as he could out of 
the apartment, down the stairs and then stopped. He could keep going to the basement where 
they laundry room was or... 


Wilbur went outside. To the dumpster. And tossed his bedding in it. 


A moment after he wanted to hit himself. He only had one other set. It was a waste of money 
to do that. He liked that comforter. Why’d he do it? But he couldn’t think straight. It felt 
suffocating, standing there, laundry detergent still in hand and the bedding all unfolded and 
rumpled at the top of the dumpster. 


With nothing left to do, he walked inside. But he didn’t return upstairs. He went to the 
laundry room and sat there, staring at the empty machines. Uncharacteristically, even for this 
time of night—it was empty. It was never empty. Someone, somewhere, always had an odd 
schedule. But for tonight—no one did. 


He stared at the empty void of the washing machine, at his distorted reflection. 


He had a plan. It wasn’t a good one. 


Wilbur was bouncing his leg nervously on the bus a few days later. He beat Puffy to work, 
her eyes drifting up to meet his in question as she unlocked the door. He waited until they 
were inside, and then said, 


“Consider this my two weeks’ notice. I’m quitting,” Wilbur said. 
His heart was hammering in his throat. His blood pumping painfully. 


Puffy paused, setting her keys down. She turned to him, at first a hesitant smile, but it fell 
away. “Wil?” 


“Tf you’re about to ask if I have another job lined up...” Wilbur said, then pressed his tongue 
to his teeth. Lie. “I do. Don’t worry.” She nodded to herself and leaned on the counter. 


“T’m glad. It’s a little abrupt, but you deserve to work somewhere better,” Puffy said. She 
switched on some of the machinery, pursing her lips. “But Wil, you are okay? Right?” 


“Better than ever,” Wilbur said. “Had a good night last night.” 


He flipped on the rest of the machines, pulling out the supplies shoved beneath the counter 
for the day. Her eyes watched his movements, then, a sigh. 


“Keep in touch with me. We’re friends, aren’t we? I know I can’t invite you out to do much 
—two kids and all, but I did enjoy when we used to play games.” Wilbur snorted. The 


Facebook games and the iPhone games before he shattered his phone and went with a 
cheaper Android that could survive a two-foot fall. 


“T will,” Wilbur lied again. 


“I’m bringing cupcakes for your last day. What’s your favorite flavor and frosting?” Puffy 
said, unlocking the office and navigating to her computer. She booted it up, stretching. 


“Choose for me,” Wilbur said. “I’m not particular.” 


It hurt. It hurt more than he thought it would. He didn’t even like this place. But he liked 
Puffy. He’d like some of his past coworkers. Hell, there were even a few regulars he liked. 


But it was all pointless. 


He just needed to get everything in order. Then it’d be easy. He had all the time in the world. 
Didn’t he? He should have said he didn’t want anything. He didn’t want her to plan that far 
ahead. 


On break, he opened the emails from Tommy. He’d avoided looking at them for days now. 
There were four now. 


The first. 


-Hey Wilbur, I just wanted to say I can still send you memes. It’s just going to be touch and 
go, you know. I sent all my favorite ones. [Attached: 3 jpgs, 1 .png] 


The second. 


-So fun fact I am typing this on my old 3DS I think they forgot existed. It is very bad for 
emails. Do you think Quackity knows enough law to know if I can just run away? I’ve been 
Googling—but it’s very slow, 3DS’ do not have good internet. Running away is apparently 
not super easy and will get me in trouble with police. I dont know why. It’s like a big thing in 
all the books we have to read. If it’s so illegal, why does every character do it in YA books. 
Wilbur, I’m going to go insane. I’m hungry, and bored, and stressed, and my mom chewed me 
out for another hour about me staying the night with you. She’d already yelled about it, but 
she keeps bringing it up whenever it's quiet. 


The third. 


-They are going to confiscate the 3DS. I forgot to turn the sound off. I dont think I can 
pretend it was my calculator. Wilbur, I know it’s only been a day, but I feel like ever since I 
stayed the night at your house, they’re acting worse. They act like I’m doing drugs and 
demand to search my bedroom. I dont think I can carve out a textbook and hide a DS like 
they do in movies. 


The fourth. 


-Wilbur I am emailing you from my dad 8 office computer. I was supposed to stay in my 
bedroom. The door was locked too. But Tubbo had me google how to pick locks 4 weeks ago, 


and said it was going to be handy for our school year prank, where we were going to break 
into the musical storage and borrow a French horn. I want to play the French horn. I think 
I'd be a good horn player. 


But I broke my door handle and I’m really fucking terrified of how my parents’ are going to 
react. I have like nothing else they can take. But I cant take it. I cant take being locked in 
there. I’m going crazy. It's only been four hours, but I think I might go insane. Everyday I get 
off work or school it’s been my room. I wish I could take a picture. Theres just my dresser, 
desk and my bed. There s nothing. And when I do leave my room, it’s for being yelled at. At 
breakfast it sucks ass because I lose my appetite when they do it. 


And last night, for like the third night, I didnt get dinner and I know why, they’re not happy I 
have to retake the math class. I tried. I tried the problems, Wilbur, but I dont get it. 


Quackity said I had to wait for him to ask a real lawyer, but Wilbur what if I can t access a 
computer by the time he meets with a real lawyer. 


Can you call my mom and explain you’re not a drug dealer and maybe she’ll change her 
mind? Her work phone number is xxx-xxx-xxxx. She isn t very reasonable, but dont tell her I 
emailed you, just say you’re like...sorry you kidnapped me and that you’re not a drug dealer, 
and you’re willing to do a drug test or something. 


Please. 


PS. I explained to her you did not kidnap me, but she insisted because she doesn t know you, 
you're a drug dealer and a kidnapper. So just say you’re sorry because that used to work for 
me. Whenever shes mad if you agree with her and apologize it usually makes her less mad. 


1. PS. Wilbur I think I might just throw myself out my window if they dont let me out 
after a week. If I land on my left side, I can still use my right wrist and play video 
games then. But then I can go to your apartment. And then we can go to a doctor or 
something, because I think falling two stories onto my left side might break my arm or 
something. 

2. P. P. S. Tubbo said I should not throw myself out my window and instead try lowering 
myself down and aiming for the rose bushes. The rose bushes have thorns though, and I 
told Tubbo that, but he said thorns will probably heal faster than breaking my arm. I 
have to email Tubbo on a special email, because his mom is a bitch, and believes my 
mom, and so she makes it when I’m grounded that Tubbo can t talk to me. 

3. P. P. P.S. I’m avoiding going back to my room. I dont know. They’ll wake up eventually 
and I think it’ll be worst caught, but also I hate my bedroom so much these days. 

Doesnt even feel like a bedroom. 


Wilbur swallowed. He closed the email. He hesitated over replying, then went to block the 
sender, but then paused again. Tommy wasn’t that easy to get rid of. He couldn’t block him 
and expect Tommy would vanish. He was a bit like a mole in a garden. Persistent. 


Wilbur hated him intensely. 


He wasn’t an easy loose end to tie up. He was torn. He put his phone down and buried his 
face in his hand, pushing his hair back with his fingers. Wilbur huffed out a breath. He 
shuddered. He looked at his phone, closed the app, and sat there, resting his chin on steepled 
fingers. 


He just had to hope Tommy would...give up. It hurt. He didn’t want Tommy to give up, but 
he had to for Wilbur’s sake. Wilbur opened his phone again, tapped out a reply as quick as he 
could, not letting his thoughts and heart catch up with his movements, and then hit send, and 
blocked Tommy. 


Tommy, I think you should just learn to live with it. It’s not that bad. It’ll get better. Your 
parents love you. 


Wilbur’s jaw set and he pocketed his phone. He couldn’t stop his hands from shaking and 
stood in front of the sink, the water running over his hands for an entire minute before he 
snapped out of it. He stared at his wet hands and Wilbur had the impulse to bash them against 
the sink. He could imagine his hands getting bloody, knuckles split open, but he didn’t move. 


The image faded and he dried his hands off with a paper towel. They were still shaking. 


Chapter 13 


Chapter Notes 


I have no idea what you mean Wilbur’s committing suicide, he’s just going to Utah, duh. 
What do you mean my foreshadowing and context clues have been explicitly detailing 
suicide and a mental health decline? No? It’s just Utah! 


And I postpone the darkest chapter again. To be fair, I didn’t know how fast I was going 
to pace the descent and I ended up pacing it slower than I thought I would. But uh, well, 
by the end of the chapter all the set up for how this is all about to go really wrong will 
be in place :) 


At home, Wilbur stared at his bare mattress. He didn’t bother making his bed. He dragged out 
another pillow from storage and a blanket, tossed it down onto the mattress and called it 
done. As tempting as it was to sink into the bed, something was gnawing at him. 


He sat on the edge of his bed and eyed his drawers. Wilbur got up and stooped next to his 
sock drawer. Chewing on his lip, he pulled it open and pulled out the sock with the money in 
it. 


He unwound it and stared at the money. Wilbur scanned it. Counted it. Flipped his fingers 
through it. He was thinking. If he didn’t use it, how did he give it up? Wilbur looked towards 
where Quackity’s stuff was. The door obscured his vision, but he could practically see it, 
having seen it now so many times. He rooted around in his top drawer until he found a spare 
envelope and shoved the money in it. The envelope was thick, foreign now. It was like he’d 
transformed the money. 


His vision tunneled and he rubbed his chest, a sharp pang radiating up to his jaw. Wilbur 
stumbled to his feet, his vision off-kelter and blurry. He felt himself start hyperventilating and 
he gripped his door handle, his heart hammering. Wilbur sucked in deep breaths, pressing his 
forehead against the door. 


Wilbur pushed open the door and scanned over Quackity’s stuff. Due to the nature of 
Quackity sleeping on the couch and there not really being a proper place for his stuff, a lot of 
the time it spilled out of the corner he ended up using and all over the living room. He 
grabbed one of Quackity’s textbooks and opened it to the middle, shoved the envelope in it, 
closed it and tossed it back to where it was on the couch. 


He took a shaky breath. There. Done. Over. 


Wilbur sunk down and lay on the couch, pressing his face into the pillow there. He could 
smell Quackity, his faint body odor, his cologne, and his shampoo. He shook, his shoulders 
trembling with quiet sobs, but no tears came. He gripped the pillow, pressing his face into it. 


Beast meowed and leaped onto his legs. Wilbur covered his ears. He didn’t want to listen to 
the cat right now. Beast walked along his legs up to his back and stood there, meowing. 
Wilbur half-heartedly pushed the cat off, but it stood next to the couch, looking up at him, 
with soft mews. Wilbur sat up and dragged a hand over his face. He gripped Quackity’s 
pillow against his chest. He looked across the room. The cat’s food was empty. He set down 
the pillow reluctantly and hiccupped. 


He filled the cat’s food bowl, Beast brushing beside his legs as he did. He should eat too, but 
he couldn’t make himself. He sniffled. Beast looked up at him as it openly chewed its food, 
crunching the mix between its teeth. Wilbur let the cat eat in peace and returned to his 
bedroom and crawled into his bed. 


He couldn’t sleep. Wilbur lay there, his eyes on the ceiling. 
Why didn’t it really feel over? 


He got up, went to the bathroom, opened the bathroom cabinet and found the all too familiar. 
He knocked a few pills into his hand and swallowed them dry. He cupped his hand under the 
tap, swallowed a mouthful of water, most of it dripping down his chin and onto his shirt. 


Wilbur returned to bed. It still felt like it took too long. Long enough to feel vertigo, his 
breath sounding too loud in his ears. He wished this would kill him. Sleep. That it’d be easy. 
Outside the door, he heard Beast begin sticking its paws under the crack, meowing. He 
grabbed his blanket, pressed it over his face and let out a muffled groan. 


The sleeping meds didn’t kick in. He just wanted to sleep until he had work. Let the days 
blend together between sleep and work. Until the end. Until he got enough courage to do 
anything. He could still hear the meowing. It was echoing around his skull. Wilbur shoved his 
blanket over his pillow and then pressed his hands against his ears until he could only hear 
his blood rushing. 


Sleep found him eventually, groggy and upset. 
And so did wakefulness. 


Wilbur opened his eyes to his room, dark. Outside his room he could hear Quackity moving 
around in the kitchen, cupboards and pots clattering. Wilbur felt a well of anger. He just 
wanted to sleep for twelve goddamn hours uninterrupted. 


He forced himself out of the bed, his head pounding. He opened his bedroom door. Quackity 
was on the phone, talking to someone on speaker. What he was saying Wilbur didn’t think he 
could make out over the pounding of his head, even if it had been in English. 


Quackity’s eyes went to him. Then, clearly, “Did you want some of the dinner I’m making? 
Have you ate yet?” 


“You're being too fucking loud,” Wilbur muttered. 


He went to the bathroom and reached into the cabinet. He was aware of Quackity’s eyes on 
him. 


Then a quiet, “You’re in a mood,” Quackity observed. 


“T just want fucking peace and quiet, Quackity,” Wilbur snapped. He knocked back pills dry 
again. He rubbed his face and wrapped his arms around himself. The room felt too bright. 


“You haven’t ate. This is the second day you’ve been like this,” Quackity said. “I never saw 
you eat yesterday.” 


“T don’t remember asking your opinion, Quackity,” Wilbur said, his voice a dark growl. He 
took a few steps, and then nearly stumbled over the inopportune cat deciding now was a good 
time to cross the room at the pace of marmalade. ““God—” Wilbur caught himself on the wall, 
feeling shaky. “Fucking—lI hate your fucking cat.” 


“Wilbur, just...sit down. The food will be done shortly. You need to eat. It’Il make you feel 
better,” Quackity said. He muted his phone and stirred the shrimp in the frying pan. “I just 
need to mix all the shit together.” 


“T want you to leave,” Wilbur spat. 
“What?” Quackity said. Wilbur was staring at the ground, his breathing unsteady. 
“T want you to pack up your shit and leave, Quackity. Tomorrow.” 


“You're being fucking ridiculous,” Quackity couldn’t help but snark. He hung up his call now 
and pocketed his phone. He turned the stove to low heat. “Christ, Wilbur, can you talk to me 
for a moment? This is coming out of fucking left field.” 


“Tt’s my apartment. I can say so,” Wilbur said. 


He grabbed his bedroom door, but Quackity abandoned his dinner, and crossed the room 
quickly. He grabbed the bedroom door before Wilbur could, closing it. Wilbur spun on him, 
but despite his anger, his raised hackles, he didn’t bite nor swing. Wilbur dug his nails into 
his arms, into grooves that’d slowly started becoming well ingrained. 


Wilbur couldn’t hold Quackity’s eye-contact. He dropped it as Quackity stared up at him. 
“Wilbur, look at me.” 


Wilbur didn’t. 
“What is this about?” 


Wilbur shrugged and Quackity hissed out a breath. He leaned against the door. “Wilbur, I 
need you to talk. You keep shutting down. You can’t just come out of your room, kick me out 
of the apartment and then go back in.” 


“Just leave for a few days,” Wilbur begged. 
“Wilbur,” Quackity said. “I need you to explain.” 


“Quackity, I don’t have to explain myself. I’m perfectly fine,” Wilbur hissed. He knew his 
statement held no water, but he couldn’t rationalize it. He wanted this to be easier. 


“Ts this about Schlatt?” Quackity tried. 

“No,” Wilbur said. 

Schlatt hadn’t messaged him. It was almost like even he’d forgotten about him. 

“What is this about, Wilbur?” 

“Quackity, I don’t have to—we’re not friends, Quackity. We’re not...” Wilbur pleaded. 


He dared a look at Quackity and saw tears. Quackity was crying, his hand against the 
bedroom door was shaking hard. Quackity’s teeth practically clattered against one another as 
he let out a sob, wiped his face against his outstretched arm and squared his shoulders. 


“Wilbur, for Christ’s sake, tell me this isn’t what I think it is. Are you...” There was a heavy 
hesitation to say it, but Quackity managed. “You’re—you’re planning to commit suicide, 
aren’t you?” 


Wilbur felt his breath robbed from his lungs. He sucked in breath after breath, and then 
laughed. It didn’t sound right. It sounded distorted. 


“Quackity, you’re being fucking ridiculous.” 


He tugged open his bedroom door, ignoring Quackity’s hand against it. Quackity’s expression 
went to a snarl, and he slammed Wilbur’s bedroom door closed again. The sound echoed 
through the apartment. Wilbur stared at him, his mouth twisted into a nasty smile. 


“Wilbur. I’m fucking serious. This isn’t funny.” 


“Fine, Quackity, it’s about Schlatt.”” Wilbur moved his hand from the door handle and wiped 
his sweating palm off on his pants. “Since you despise him, so fucking much. I’m giving you 
the chance to get out of the apartment why I have him over. Happy?” Wilbur lied thickly, 
gripping Quackity’s hand where it was on the door handle. 


It didn’t seem like Quackity believed him for a second and Wilbur pressed his tongue to his 
teeth, trying to think up more to add to the lie. His heart was hammering painfully in his 
chest. He sunk against his door, raising his eyebrows. 


Quackity pulled his hand away, as if burned. “You know what he did last time.” He wiped the 
tears on his face. “Wil, look at me. You know it can get better.” 


Wilbur met his eyes, his heart thudding. Quackity’s eyes were red with tears, but Wilbur was 
lost in his gaze. He missed the other night. His heart was on his sleeve and part of him 


wanted Quackity to take it. He wanted badly to have never left that small space in the back of 
Phil’s car with Quackity leaning against him. 


“You don’t need Schlatt—” 

But then it all came crashing down. 

“T want Schlatt,” Wilbur shouted. “I /ike what we have. What don’t you get?” 
“Wilbur, you can’t be serious?” 


“Tam, Quackity,” Wilbur said. He crossed closer to Quackity, backing him away from his 
bedroom door. “And that’s why, I need you to leave. You can leave for a couple days, or you 
can leave fucking forever, because I can’t promise you Quackity I’Il stop.” 


He was out of breath. Wilbur was standing so close to him, bent over enough to really make 
sure Quackity could feel his words. Quackity’s mouth, open, brimming with angry words, 
tears spilling over his cheeks, was so close to his own. He could feel Quackity’s hot breath 
washing over his face. 


Quackity took a shaky breath, then stepped away. His dinner was now burnt, but he pulled the 
pan off the stove top, his hands shaking. Wilbur was glued to his door, watching Quackity’s 
movements. 


“Fuck it. ’m going to stay with my cousin. Tell me when Schlatt’s fucking gone,” Quackity 
said. He turned off the stove-top with a click. 


“T planned on it,” Wilbur said. 


He could feel the meds finally kick in as his racing heart started to slow down to a calmer 
pace. Or maybe it was because he’d done it. Quackity was going to be gone. He had to do it. 
He was worried Quackity wouldn’t leave, but he did it. 


“Wilbur?” 


Wilbur’s hand froze on the bedroom door as it creaked open. He reluctantly looked at the 
smaller man. Quackity looked like a mess. He didn’t seem to know where to continue with 
his dinner or what to do next. He was shaken. Yet his eyes found Wilbur again. 


“The awful fucking thing is I feel like you’re lying to me, but I can’t be around if he comes 
again, Wilbur,” Quackity said. He picked up the spatula and started scooping the burnt 
shrimp onto the rice. “I’d fucking kill him.” 


Wilbur sucked in a breath. He looked at his hand on his bedroom door. The room was 
tunneling once more. It felt like the building was collapsing around them. He could feel 
everything moving in slow motion. 


Wilbur wondered what would change if he closed his bedroom door and told Quackity he 
was right. 


He couldn’t see how it’d improve anything. It’d be selfish. 


Wilbur opened his bedroom door, and stepped in, and let sleep welcome him until work in the 
morning. 


When he got off of work, Quackity was gone. As was Beast. The apartment was dead silent. 


It wasn’t like he couldn’t return. His things for the most part were still here. He had his own 
key. But Wilbur only wanted to check if one thing was gone. He needed it to be gone. 


It wasn’t. 


The textbook he’d put the money in was still there, mocking him. Wilbur felt a tidal wave 
crash over him, drowning him. He’d wanted it to feel like a clean break, with every loose end 
tied off, but there it was. Wilbur opened the textbook and found the money right where he left 
it. 


He slammed the book closed. 
Wilbur raked his nails across his arms and sat on the couch. He was drowning. 


He was going to sleep. He got up, crossed to the bathroom and opened the bathroom cabinet. 
Just as he was about to pull down the medicine bottle, he saw his phone light up. Wilbur 
glanced over at it, questioning why it wanted to bother him. 


It's Quackity or Puffy or Phil. 
No, you know it isnt. No one cares. 
Dont they? Arent you pushing them away? 


No. They dont. You know if you looked at the evidence, really analyzed how they acted, they 
don t care, Wilbur. 


He needn’t worry; it’s no one he’d want to hear from. 
It’s Schlatt. 
Wilbur put the bottle back and opened the message. 


Get dressed. A button-up and nice jeans at least Wilbur. Dont act like you’re a homeless snob 
or a hippie. At least try for knock-off male model. 


Wilbur eyed the bottle and reconsidered. Would there be a dosage amount high enough he 
could sleep through Schlatt trying to contact him? He put the phone down and stared at it as 
another message popped up. 


Be there in 10 mins. 


Wilbur rooted through his drawers and hoped Schlatt didn’t want him to take his shirt off 
tonight. He tugged on a button-up, fitting the sleeves over the marks on his arms, buttoning 
the button at his wrist to keep them there, and reluctantly wiggling into a nicer pair of jeans, 
his eyes returning to his phone and then to his bed. At first with the idea of sleep and then 
with the memory. 


His jaw set. Wilbur left his bedroom and apartment, locking the door behind him. The lock 
settled heavy, a thud that sounded like it resonated. 


Schlatt was there by the time he made it down the stairs of his apartment. The man was 
dressed in a rumpled suit, hair loose and wavy and a big grin on his face. 


“Wilbur, you look... honestly, not great, but I’ll take it. Outfit’s fine, but that bitchy little 
expression isn’t,” Schlatt said. He was leaning against his car, waiting on Wilbur. The bright 
sun overhead and the faint stench of cigarette smoke overwhelmed him and he blinked 
rapidly. 


Wilbur huffed, rubbing his jaw. He was not ready for the emotional and mental labor of this. 
“Hello, Schlatt,” Wilbur said. 


Schlatt sighed. He crossed the couple meters between them and cupped the side of Wilbur’s 
face. Wilbur flinched but pushed the reaction down. He saw Schlatt’s expression flicker. 
Schlatt glanced elsewhere, schooling his face. 


“Wilbur, look, I know last time wasn’t great,” Schlatt said, and gently pat the side of his face, 
“But it’s why I have a fun plan! You'll like it. I can take care of you right, Wilbur.” 


Wilbur didn’t think he had anything left in him to care. He only nodded. Schlatt’s expression 
was strained, but he didn’t add anything more. Wilbur sat in the passenger, gripping his pants 
tightly and Schlatt pulled the car out, his mouth settling into a frown. 


“Mm, we’re going to a club in three hours, Wilbur. Don’t worry. I’m a bit of a geezer. 
Fucking hate how loud the music is in them, and I figured you'd be crabby, so I got you a pair 
of earplugs to,” Schlatt said, rummaging around in his cupholder for them, taking his eyes off 
the road. He procured a plastic container, still plastic wrapped with the label on them with 
specialty nice earplugs, not the cheap foam ones. 


Schlatt slammed on the brakes as he looked back up, saving them from t-boning into a sedan 
with a ‘my child is on the honor roll’ sticker and beanie babies in the back window.” Wilbur 
gripped the dash to keep from bashing his knees and face into it. 


Then it hit, “You said three hours?” 
“Yeah,” Schlatt said, shrugging. 
“What are we doing before that?” 


“Getting food and going to the zoo,” Schlatt said. He flashed Wilbur a smirk and drummed 
his fingers on the steering wheel. “You can start looking a little less pissy. Enjoy yourself. 


9? 


I’m not shoving my dick up your ass for a good amount of time 
Wilbur guffawed. He chewed on his mouth. “Schlatt, I don’t want to go to the zoo.” 


“Too bad,” Schlatt said. He stared at traffic, then side-eyed Wilbur. “God, are you on your 
period? Did I miss a fucking cunt when I fucked you? Is the cock fake? It’s fine if it is but 
could you like warn me about your PMS in the future.” 


Wilbur groaned. “Schlatt.” 


“Look,” Schlatt shrugged. “I donated a lot of money to the zoo, specifically the monkey 
rehabilitation program, and they let me name a gibbon for my generous donations. And the 
baby gibbon has finally joined the main exhibit and I want to see it. I named him Jambo. You 
ever seen monkey videos, Wilbur? They’re gold mines. It’s like I practically own Jambo the 
gibbon, but I don’t have to take care of him. Anyway, we’re going to go see him.” 


Wilbur stared. Sighed. He leaned back in his seat. “Three hours,” he muttered. 
“Did you have something else you were planning to do?” Schlatt questioned. 
Wilbur shook his head, resting his head on his hand. 


“You know, you probably don’t eat enough. Seeing as you’re broke as shit and you’re saving 
up for school like a nerd,” Schlatt muttered. He cut across traffic, so he could get in the turn 
lane. “You’re not ruining my monkeys, Wilbur. Mm, you can stuff the food down your throat 
and I'll follow it with a hot load of cum,” Schlatt said with a grin. Wilbur rolled his eyes. 


“Didn’t even say it was my cum, Wilbur,” Schlatt said, reaching over and patting his thigh. 
“Tf I liked sharing, it’d be fun to let strangers fuck your mouth.” Wilbur narrowed his eyes 
and Schlatt pat his thigh harder. “Nothing that we both enjoy, sadly. I’d hate to share my 
pretty man.” 


“T’m not hungry,” Wilbur defended weakly, but Schlatt didn’t listen. 


“God, I should fatten you up, Wilbur. I feel like your ass has potential. You’re skinny, and 
that’s fine and all, but it makes me feel a little insecure sometimes, because fuck—you know 
that skinny girl shit where they complain they eat like one slice of cake and it goes straight to 
their hips. That’s me.” 


Schlatt somehow cut in front of another car to get in the drive-thru line. Wilbur couldn’t help 
but feel anxiety on everyone else’s behalf for Schlatt’s driving. 


“T can’t eat jack shit these days without it going to my thighs. I feel like if you just gained 
enough that you weren’t a skeleton, it wouldn’t feel like your spine would break if I bent you 
over and fucked you. I also think it’d feel nicer if you had a nice, firm ass that I’m thrusting 
against, you know?” 


Wilbur sighed. “I’m willing to try, Schlatt, if it means you shut up about it,” Wilbur said. 


“Watch the lip, sugar, I might keep the public use cum dump on the table. If we make it a 
glory hole I don’t think I'd be so jealous,” Schlatt jabbed. He eyed the drive-thru menu. “You 
know, Wilbur, are you sure you don’t have a cunt?” 


“Unless one appeared between when we left the apartment and now, I’m sure,” Wilbur said. 
Schlatt glanced at him and then down at his crotch. He looked back to the menu. 


“Was just thinking if you had one, I’d have knocked you up. I sometimes wish I could get a 
kid, yanno? I think I could be a good dad,” Schlatt said. “Kids are supposed to love you 
unconditionally, right?” 


“Schlatt, if I could pregnant I’d be on birth control,” Wilbur said. 


“Yeah, I’d make sure it failed,” Schlatt admitted without even a shred of remorse. He pulled 
the car forward. “What, like being pregnant is hard? Wilbur, you like chicken, right? Fuck it, 
I’m just going to order a shit ton of food and some shakes. You’! eat something.” 


Schlatt paid for the food and they sat there for a moment, waiting for the line to move. Schlatt 
stretched and glanced over at Wilbur who was quiet. Wilbur couldn’t say his thoughts were 
elsewhere. He was mostly zoning out. He couldn’t even remember the last time he ate. 
Schlatt reached over and tapped on Wilbur’s arm. 


Wilbur glanced to him. 


“You’re out of it,” Schlatt observed. He withdrew his hand and he tapped lightly on the 
steering-wheel. “Did you miss me?” 


Wilbur snorted, then, “Sure.” 


Schlatt huffed. He checked his watch reflexively and then slid a hand down to his belt, 
moving the notch over a couple in preparation. He turned the radio down. 


“Work’s been busy, Wilbur,” Schlatt huffed. He wrapped his hand around the head of the 
passenger seat, then dropped his hand to Wilbur’s shoulder. “Haven’t had time to even jack 
off between the fucking meetings about our latest acquisition and some fucking nobody 
misplacing too many of the financial records. Same old song and dance, when that happens 
someone’s been skimming money off the top and are about to have their ass handed to them 
with litigation.” 


Wilbur glanced at Schlatt’s hand. Then, admitted, “I was wondering why it seemed like you 
weren’t as desperate.” 


Schlatt let his hand cup Wilbur’s neck, running his thumb over his pulse. “I was giving you 
space, Wilbur.” He glanced to Wilbur. “Trust me. I thought about skipping a meeting and 
dragging you out of your work for quickie.” 


“Why didn’t you?” Wilbur asked, feeling the vibrations of his voice against Schlatt’s thumb. 


Schlatt groaned. He dropped his hand from Wilbur’s throat to rest on his back. “I told you, 
dumbass. You probably needed space. I do after getting drunk off my ass and making 


mistakes.” There was a flicker of anger in Wilbur, but he only shrugged. “What? Did you 
want me to have not given you any space?” 


“I’m not sure,” Wilbur said. 


Schlatt pulled the car up to the payment window but ignored the cashier, his eyes on Wilbur. 
When Wilbur didn’t say anything more he sighed. He fumbled for his wallet, couldn’t get it 
out of his back pocket and reluctantly released Wilbur. He didn’t bother with his wallet. 


He tapped something on his smart watch and held it out without even looking at the cashier. 
The cashier correctly interpreted the gesture and held out the card reader, Schlatt’s watch 
beeped and he withdrew his hand. He didn’t wait for the receipt and pulled forward. 


“You’re at least a distraction at times,” Wilbur finally said. “And...hell...”” Wilbur cracked a 
smile. He had to tell himself this wasn’t hard, that wasn’t a broiling anger creeping up. 
“Being a whore is easier than thinking.” 


“Feel the same about you, sugar,” Schlatt said, but his smile dropped after a second. “What 
do you need distracted from? Mm, didn’t see that ole junker care your little twink roommate 
drives.” 


Wilbur shrugged, but he felt his throat tighten. “He’s probably at work.” 


“Huh,” Schlatt said. He returned his hand to Wilbur’s back. “Whatever thoughts you have in 
your pretty little head, don’t worry, you won’t need them. You’re so good at being a mindless 
cock slut, aren’t you?” 


He rolled down his window and took the offered drink holder with two sodas and two 
milkshakes. He set it on Wilbur’s lap. Schlatt looked hopefully for the food, but the person 
disappeared, and he sighed noisily.. Wilbur wished he could turn off his thoughts. Wouldn’t it 
be easy? Let this be like work, go through it on autopilot. Just a toy to please others. Half the 
time a toy to make coffee, and another half a toy to bend over and fuck. 


Schlatt sighed when it seemed like the food wouldn’t be ready for a while. He dipped a finger 
into the shake and licked the whip cream off of it obscenely. Wilbur watched him with an 
eyebrow raised and offered a straw. Schlatt ignored him. He dipped his finger in the whip 
cream again, then pressed it to Wilbur’s mouth. 


“Come on, take it, like a good boy,” Schlatt murmured. 


Wilbur felt the barest flash of lust and a healthy chaser of shame. He opened his mouth, 
licking Schlatt’s finger. Schlatt’s breathing grew strained and he leaned into Wilbur’s space. 
Wilbur cupped Schlatt’s hand and brought Schlatt’s finger more into his mouth, sucking on 
his finger, wrapping his tongue around the digit. 


It was easier to be a whore than think. 


Schlatt grabbed a handful of Wilbur’s hair, tugged his hand out of Wilbur’s mouth roughly 
and kissed him hard. He jostled the drinks and Wilbur could only shift them out of the way 


enough they weren’t spilled before Schlatt’s tongue was in his mouth. Wilbur closed his eyes 
and for a moment let himself indulge in something he shouldn’t. 


He pictured Quackity’s hand in his hair and Quackity’s smaller hands gripping his face. It 
was only for a second, the fantasy didn’t last against reality—Schlatt’s hands were far softer 
than his, far stronger and he was drawn back to the present easily, but for a second he could 
imagine what heaven felt like. Schlatt consumed him and Wilbur let his head fall back against 
the window, his hand settling hesitantly on Schlatt’s shoulder. 


The kiss ended when Schlatt smelt food. Strings of spit hung between their lips when Schlatt 
parted, taking a deep breath. He released Wilbur and wiped his mouth with his hand. He 
turned to the teenager holding food, awkwardly looking anywhere but at them. Schlatt didn’t 
care. He took the bags of food and dropped them in Wilbur’s lap. Schlatt fixed his seatbelt 
and pulled out of the drive thru. 


Wilbur wiped his own mouth of on a napkin from the bag, his breath shaky. He stabbed a 
straw into one of the sodas and took a sip. It was a welcome distraction, flushing the taste of 
the kiss out. 


Schlatt parked the car a block away at a strip mall. He pushed his seat back, turned the car 
off, then happily dug into the bags of food. Wilbur set the drinks on the center console and 
gripped his soda, sipping it slowly. 


“Eat,” Schlatt said, his mouth full. He took another bite of his burger. When Wilbur didn’t 
make any move, he thrust one of the bags into Wilbur’s lap again. “Come on, princess, 
there’s got to be something in there you’ ll eat.” 


Wilbur sighed. He found a relatively acceptable box of chicken tenders and dug in, his eyes 
going to the food, then to Schlatt. It was strange. How Quackity wanted him to eat, yet 
Wilbur hadn’t, but the same asshole who forced other things on him, could just force this on 
him too? Again, that same flicker of anger and Wilbur forced himself to detach. 


Maybe then this was for the best, like he said, he’d almost missed this. It was at least a script 
he knew how to follow. 


Schlatt was scrolling through his phone, his eyes flitting between the food and his scrolling 
feed. He ate fast and loud, Wilbur noticed. He’d always noticed, because Schlatt dragged him 
on his lunch breaks. Yet this was the first time other than the dinner Schlatt bought him food. 


Schlatt, do you pity me? Do you regret what you did? 


Wilbur smiled to himself, a sardonic nasty little look that disappeared between bites of food. 
Or maybe Schlatt was lonely. Or maybe both. Or maybe some other reason he’d never figure 
out. 


The strip mall around them was something that looked to be once popular, but now fading. 
Maybe it’d never been popular. Maybe it was just businesses that came to die came here, and 
slowly served out their life before fading. All that was left was a dollar-store, with a water- 
stained and faded ‘Hiring’ sign, and a hole-in-the-wall Thai place starting its dinner rush. The 


rest of the businesses were closed, dead—their signs hadn’t been turned on for a while and 
their decorations were mostly cleaned away. 


A sign was in one window, call an agent, take over this place—come here to die, Wilbur 
thought. Pack in the store to a tiny building, struggling with water damage, roaches, mold and 
the underprivileged who will work the long hours, catering to those with wallets as thin as 
theirs and those like Schlatt, who wander over to take solace in their labor. Routine. Efficient. 
Depressed. 


And every customer will remark, ‘wasn’t there a—what was the business called? The one 
that was here before? I liked that one better.’ But never enough to keep it open. Could they 
have? That one person. Those dozen people. 


No. 


It was seldom the customer base that closed the doors. It was someone, somewhere with 
more money than they knew what to do with who couldn’t squeeze the profit out of this place 
anymore, and the place would give its bone marrow, its blood, its plasma, its hair, its 
everything—but if it could not give its whole then it was always fated to die. 


And then a new dying business would take its place. 
Who would take Wilbur’s? 


What role did he fill that they could not replace? It sometimes felt the coffee shop couldn’t. 
Always a promise they’d hire more people for that morning shift, only for the days to bleed 
together with the same scarce shift. They’d find someone. Someone was desperate. 


Who would Schlatt find after him? Did Schlatt know? Surely there’d be a cashier in that 
dollar-store to his standards, just as depressed and desperate. 


Schlatt had finished his food. Wilbur wasn’t even sure what he’d eaten, but he had. Schlatt, 
deciding Wilbur likely wasn’t going to touch the second shake helped himself to it with a 
content sigh. “See, doesn’t it make you feel better to eat, loverboy?” 


“Sure,” Wilbur agreed, but it was hollow. Schlatt’s eyes went to the strip mall. 


“There used to be a decent shoe store here. Shame. I liked it,” Schlatt muttered. He wadded 
up the mostly empty bags, what food he was wasting he cared little about, and eyeballed the 
trash can five meters away. A consideration. “Wilbur, be a dear, go throw it away.” 


Wilbur had been sure he was going to litter, but he took the bags and threw them away, the 
warm breeze and sounds of traffic feeling like an assault on his person. He could see nothing 
but cars. So many. Road, after road, headlights off, but soon they’d be on. Blinding. The 
streetlights flickered in their never changing, never altering timers. Constant. 


He returned to the car to low music playing. Schlatt had turned the car back on and barely 
waited for Wilbur to close the door behind him before he was pulling out. 


“T can’t miss the monkeys,” Schlatt muttered. “Been looking forward to ‘em all week.” 


Wilbur clicked his seatbelt on. He sunk back in his seat. He decided to humor Schlatt. ““What 
do you like about monkeys?” 


“You're kidding?” Schlatt said, pulling the car on to the main road. He turned the music up 
and rolled down the windows. ““What’s not to love, Wilbur? When’s the last time you went to 
a zoo?” 


“High-school.” 
“Youre shitting me, really?” 
“T never saw the appeal,” Wilbur said. He scratched at his skin. 


Schlatt snorted. “You’ll love the monkeys. I’ve seen so many damn videos of gibbons.” 
Schlatt gesticulated as he drove, his hands hovering above it every other word. He rambled 
without Wilbur’s input, happy to talk about monkeys. 


“Fucking stupid, all of ‘em. It’s great. They get this real dumb look in their eyes and fumble 
around with shit. They look all innocent and cute, but you just know those fucks could 
murder someone. You heard those stories about chimps that slaughter people, right? God, I’m 
not that stupid, though when I was a kid I really thought they’d make a cool pet. Then I saw 
like a leaked video of one mauling someone and wouldn’t even look at even fucking cartoons 
of monkeys for years.” 


Wilbur half-listened, but he frowned at that last part. Schlatt continued, unbothered. 


“My dad took me to the zoo though when he was on one of those rare weekends off. It was 
like a year and a half after I saw the leak video—you should be glad you’ve never seen shit 
like that? Have you seen those kind of videos?” 


“No.” 


“Friend in like grade five showed me the site and I used to watch ‘em to try and toughen up, 
but then I just had nightmares.” A snort. “God, I cried so hard when we got to the monkey 
exhibit. Thought they were all going to murder me. Fucking was terrified. Got the shit beat 
out of me for throwing a fit,” Schlatt commented wryly. He took another drink of his shake; it 
was a long one. Wilbur eyed Schlatt out of the corner of his eye and saw his hands had 
stilled, gripping the steering wheel tight. 


After a moment, Schlatt laughed awkwardly. He wiped crumbs off his suit and switched the 
radio station. 


“Buuuut,” a cough to clear his throat, “one of the zookeepers when I was sobbing my little 
heart out got me a stuffed gibbon from the gift shop and explained to me that at zoos the 
monkeys were happy and well-taken care of, and we were safe. That’s why there was a fence 
and glass between us and the monkeys. That way we couldn’t stress ‘em out and that the 
monkeys had their own little private area for when they got stressed.” A scoff. “Funny 
humans don’t really get that.” 


There was silence. Wilbur felt a flicker of sympathy. Schlatt was fidgeting, his hands tight 
around the wheel. 


“Think that’s what our homes are for,” Wilbur said. 


Schlatt chewed on his mouth. He took another slurp of his shake, mostly getting air. He eyed 
the empty cup. 


“Must be why I’m so stressed. Never go back to mine. No time with work.” Schlatt drummed 
his hands on his wheel. “Fucking hell, Wilbur, your depression catches. Can you try cheering 
up?” 


Wilbur glanced at the road. “There’s a sign saying the zoo is on the next exit.” 


“Thank god,” Schlatt said. He cut over into the lane right line. “Forget what I told you, 
Wilbur. Should go without saying, but not your business.” A pause and Wilbur wanted to 
laugh. It was insanity. “Yanno, just...you’re a whore, nothing...nothing more.” 


Why’d he share it then? Wilbur felt his lip curl in irritation, but he swallowed. 


“Schlatt, let’s just focus on the monkeys we’re about to see,” Wilbur said, appeasing the man. 
Schlatt nodded, but his jaw was still locked. Wilbur sat up and he tried harder; Schlatt’s mood 
was still dropping. “I’ve never seen a baby gibbon. What’s Jambo look like?” 


Schlatt relaxed. “He’s a small thing. I...I think Jambo might actually be a girl. He’s orange- 
ish blonde, yanno. But uh, I only came up with a name for a boy, so I just went with Jambo.” 


He pulled into the zoo. It was near its close, and a lot of the parking lot was already empty. 
Schlatt didn’t take a parking ticket. He paused at the gate, reached over into the glovebox in 
front of Wilbur and tugged it open. He half-looked as he fumbled around until he pulled out a 
parking pass and hung it from his rearview mirror. 


It had a shiny banner at the bottom saying ‘donor’ and Schlatt passed by the parking booth, 
the attendant only glancing at him, raising the gate, and then going back to their book. 


“They recognize my car,” Schlatt murmured. 
“How often do you come here?” 


“These past months? Only every other week. Usually once a week when I’m not occupied.” 
Schlatt shrugged. “But I’ve been occupied. I do like having a sugar baby but digs into my 
free time sometimes.” 


Wilbur would have done a spit take. He stared openly at Schlatt. “You go to the zoo every 
week.” 


“It’s a hobby, Wilbur,” Schlatt defended. “TI like looking at the monkeys for an hour or so. 
What? What’s your hobby?” Wilbur didn’t have one. He dropped it, but he was still staring. 
“Exactly. It’s not that weird.” 


Schlatt was truly something. Wilbur wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to completely figure him 
out. 


“T wouldn’t think someone like you would care about...a zoo,” Wilbur said, honest. 


Schlatt rolled his eyes. He parked the car. “Come on.” Schlatt stepped out, looking so out of 
place in his rumpled suit in a middle of a zoo parking lot. Wilbur followed him, not sure what 
to make of himself. It wasn’t like this was the part of his job he understood. ABBA was 
playing over the zoo speakers at the entrance, and Schlatt bypassed the ticket booths, and 
went up to the turnstile. 


The girl on duty stared at him, not sure what to say, but a guy in the background sighed and 
just hit a button on the computer, unlocking the turnstile and Schlatt stepped through, 
dragging Wilbur with him. 


“He’s a donor,” the guy said to his coworker who nodded. “See you brought a guest for 
once.” 


“What can I say, I like to celebrate seeing my monkey. Where’s Ted?” 


“He was about to start cleaning, but seeing as you’re here, I’m sure he’ II push it back,” the 
guy said. He pulled out his walkie-talkie. “You can just meet him at the exhibit. He’ll be by.” 


Schlatt put his hand on Wilbur’s back, guiding him as they walked. Wilbur wasn’t sure if 
he’d ever been to this zoo. It was large, but at this time of day in the middle of the week with 
school back in session in a week—there was hardly anyone here. There was announcement 
the zoo closed in thirty minutes, but Schlatt didn’t seem bothered. 


“Ted’s one of the zookeepers. He’s in charge mostly of the monkey area, not chimps, but he 
deals with the smaller guys,” Schlatt said. A shrug. “He’s explained it to me ten times over, I 
just stopped trying to understand.” 


Wilbur didn’t know what to make of any of this. He’d thought he could run this entire 
experience on autopilot completely detached, but that plane had flew into an alternate 
dimension and he didn’t know the controls. Wilbur guessed he was looking at monkeys. They 
passed lemurs, their small eyes peeled on something in the distance. They seemed to know 
the zoo was closing and their eyes swept over Schlatt and Wilbur entirely, searching for 
zookeepers. 


Schlatt took him into an indoor monkey exhibit, a young teen in a zoo outfit tying a trash bag 
shut, a broom strapped to his belt like a sword. He eyed the both of them, but didn’t say 
anything, too focused on his work. Wilbur stepped around his dustpan sitting out and pushed 
open the door. Schlatt brushed past him, his eyes already locked on the back corner of the 
place. 


Gibbons. It was a gibbon exhibit. Wilbur stared at the black-furred monkey who returned the 
look, it’s eyes twitching between them. It sat on a branch, hardly bothered. Its eyes swept past 
them to look around with disinterest and it scratched at itself unimpressed. Schlatt stared at it 
as if it was magical. 


“Got to love ‘em. Look at ‘em. Aren’t they cutest little shits?” Schlatt questioned, elbowing 
Wilbur hard. 


Wilbur stared at the monkey, who did not give him another glance. It didn’t have a tail, he 
realized, and watched as it grabbed the branch tight then dropped down. It exchanged a look 
with the other monkey, a blonde-orange monkey, then went back to staring out. There was 
another smaller blonde-orange monkey towards the back of the exhibit, nibbling on a leaf. 


He partially wanted to ask if he was getting paid to stand here and look at monkeys or if he 
could go ahead and get mauled by a chimp. The dark thought flickered into his head and 
repeated uncomfortably. He scratched at his shirt collar and stared at the plaque with sparse 
details about gibbons. 


“Says blonde ones are girls mostly,” Wilbur murmured. 
“Oh...” Schlatt shrugged. “I probably read that. Dunno. Tend to forget.” 
“Don’t you come here every week?” Wilbur asked and Schlatt huffed. 


“T care about the monkeys, not like dumb facts about them,” Schlatt murmured, crossing his 
arms tight. He was studying the monkeys. “They make me feel better.” 


Wilbur stared at the small face of the gibbon in the back corner, presumably Jambo, who 
looked to them, stuck its finger in its mouth, then back towards an exit door. It scuttled away 
a few feet as someone passed by the door, presumably a zookeeper, but they kept going. 
Jambo inched back towards the door, looking hopefully, but no one came. 


A staff door on the side of the exhibit opened. A broad man with chestnut brown hair styled 
with gel stepped out, his zookeeper outfit evident, but covered in a fair bit of dirt. He looked 
worn out, but he gave Schlatt a reluctant smile. His name badge labeled him as Ted. 


“Well, if it isn’t trouble,” Ted said. “Knew you'd be by.” Ted and Schlatt shook hands, a clap 
of the palms together and a rough shake. “Next time I fucking call you, don’t answer me with 
food in your mouth.” 


“Call me during a business meeting not my lunch break, Ted,” Schlatt said. 


“Yeah, yeah—you’re a real lazy son of a bitch when it comes down to it,” Ted said. His eyes 
skated over Schlatt to Wilbur. “Hey, Legs, who might you be?” 


“No-one, Ted,” Schlatt said, waving Ted off. Ted glanced to Schlatt, but stepped around him, 
ignoring Schlatt’s sound of protest. “Ted.” 


“Unless ‘Legs’ here is mute, I don’t see a problem with him answering for himself,” Ted said. 
Wilbur snorted. “I can tell he ain’t deaf.” 


“A friend of Schlatt’s,” Wilbur said, his tongue in his cheek. 


“A friend?” Ted snorted. Schlatt crossed his arms tight at Ted’s look. “You sure?” Ted asked, 
giving him an eyebrow raise. ““Wasn’t sure he knew how. He’s always been an anti-social 


one. Named ‘em after the ole ram we once kept here for a short bit, Rammie. Dumb as rocks, 
kept getting his horns kept in the gate—remember when I showed you that vid Schlatt?” 
Schlatt ignored Ted. “Anyway, Legs, come on. What’s the name?” 


Wilbur didn’t budge. Schlatt had settled beside him, shaking his head at Ted who rolled his 
eyes. Ted threw up his hands, shaking his head. “Nothing from either of you. Fine. Fine. I'll 
leave it be. All-right, asshole.” Ted sighed. He reached into his pocket and passed over a 
package. 


Wilbur was curious, but any excitement dropped when Schlatt pulled the contents of the 
package out. They were polaroids of the monkey, Jambo. This was the least exciting Schlatt 
development he’d had to sit through. 


““She’s been a real trooper. Thought she was too small. She’s a pesky one. Couldn’t get her to 
take her meds the first few times,” Ted said, pointing out photos. “Look at the notch near her 
nose. Just like the one on her mom, Moni there. “ 


“God, she’s so cute,” Schlatt murmured. “Oh, she looks absolutely precious in that blanket.” 


“Tt’s fun to swaddle ‘em up. Sometimes even I wish they were babies forever,” Ted said. 
Schlatt looked at another photo and made a soft noise, staring at what Wilbur could see from 
where he stood was the gibbon gripping a ball, pressing its face to it, its wide eyes locked on 
the camera. 


“Are you sure you want to stick with the name Jambo?” Ted asked as Schlatt tucked the 
photos closer to himself. 


“Mhm,” Schlatt said, taking the package of photos from Ted. He slid them into the jacket 
pocket of his suit. “It’s a good name for a monkey.” 


Ted shook his head, “Nah. Hey, Legs, did you want a look at the photos?” 


Wilbur shook his head. He walked off to give Schlatt and Ted space as Ted continued talking. 
He glanced to the gibbons and found the large male gibbon with black fur had crept forward 
at the sight of the zookeeper. It was pressed against the glass, wide-eyed and curious. Ted 
glanced to the gibbon, but his eyes went back to Schlatt. “Shoot, can’t talk for long today. I 
need to give Jambo her meds, so she’s out of enclosure, but you’re welcome to hang around. I 
won’t kick you out.” 


Schlatt nodded. He watched Jambo, her big innocent eyes staring around, before they 
returned to the small door in her enclosure. It slid open and she scampered in. The other two 
gibbons eyed the door, but both seemed content to stay. The blonde gibbon joined the black- 
furred one at the front, nudging it. 


Wilbur watched them, but his eyes were drawn to Schlatt’s face. His expression was different 
than any Wilbur had seen on him. It was a small, quiet smile. The tension in his face was 
lessened and the harsh frown that marred his features was missing. There clung a sadness to 
him, or maybe Wilbur was projecting. 


He crossed his arms across his chest. The room was chilly, the air-conditioning loudly 
running overhead. Schlatt sighed, content, but regretfully he turned away from the monkeys. 


“There used to a be a different male gibbon, Korn, in there. I liked him more. He used to 
acknowledge me more,” Schlatt murmured. 


Wilbur kept his mouth shut. He couldn’t what Schlatt did. He couldn’t see how wasting time 
and money to come out here was worth it. It wasn’t like the monkeys loved Schlatt. They 
looked downright uncaring about the world they could see beyond the glass; they must know 
by now its something unobtainable full of staring people. 


Despite that, Schlatt seemed to find genuine pleasure in staring at the monkeys. Wilbur 
wasn’t sure how much time passed. He didn’t feel like checking his phone and he felt his 
eyes glaze over, the room blurring around him. He was stirred back to the presence by 
Schlatt’s hand settling on the back of his neck. 


“Come on, Wilbur, we have more places to be,” Schlatt said, guiding him out of the monkey 
house. There was a faint flicker of disappointment on Schlatt’s face, but when Wilbur blinked 
it was gone. He glanced at the enclosure. 


Only the blonde gibbon remained, content to be alone, chewing on a toy, sitting high-up on a 
post. Wilbur shook his head free and let Schlatt’s hand push him in the right direction. His 
palm was warm, his fingers snug against the collar of Wilbur’s shirt and the hairs on the back 
of his neck. It was almost comforting; a sensation grounding him after he admitted he’d been 
drifting away. 


Wilbur didn’t feel better, but he had to admit if the night was nothing but more droll activities 
like monkey gazing, he might not mind it that much. The warm air with a crisp, chilling wind 
was relaxing and he felt his hair ruffled softly by it. The air smelt of animals, greenery and 
the faint smell of hay. 


“Next time I come, I need to check up on the gorillas. They kind of scare me. Big fuckers,” 
Schlatt muttered. “But I try and go look at ‘em once in awhile to get over it.” 


“Don’t you get bored?” Wilbur asked. Schlatt’s hand tensed on his neck, but relaxed. A snort. 


“Not any more boring than what I deal with at meetings,” Schlatt said. “Think some of these 
monkeys possess more intelligence than some of my clients and coworkers I’ve dealt with.” 


Wilbur laughed, but the sound was hollow. “I think they’re better than customers, but I guess 
I don’t see the appeal.” 


Schlatt shrugged, the gesture hardly meaning anything. He eyed an empty food cart as they 
walked to the exit. “No? Trust me Wilbur, I don’t see the appeal of tea, but your coffee shop 
still sells a lot of it.” 


He tugged Wilbur closer to him, dropping his hand from his neck to Wilbur’s waist. It felt a 
tinge possessive, but no one looked at them twice for it. Schlatt’s fingers fanned out over 


Wilbur’s hip bone. “Look, I shared something happy with you so you could cheer up. I get 
we might not be on the best of terms right now, Wilbur.” 


Wilbur swallowed. He looked at Schlatt’s hand on his hip. J can t imagine why. Wilbur 
shrugged, the gesture half-hearted. “It’s... That’s thoughtful of you, Schlatt,” Wilbur said, for 
lack of far better and worse words. ”I don’t—I don’t feel...” Wilbur swallowed thickly. He 
wanted to say he didn’t feel like doing this. He couldn’t pretend for Schlatt to care about the 
monkeys. Wilbur tilted his head back, stared at the sun lower in the sky above and hoped he 
went blind. “Schlatt, after last time, I think I’d rather cut to the part where you fuck me rather 
than do anything before.” 


Schlatt let out a hoarse laugh. His grip was bruising on Wilbur’s waist, but it was only a tense 
squeeze until he let go. Schlatt instead tangled his hand in his hair. A gruff, “Christ. I was 
trying to do something nice, Wilbur. It’s not—I’m not—It’s just monkeys at a zoo, Wilbur, 
don’t read something weird into this.” 


“T know,” Wilbur said, quiet. 
“But you’re still pissy,” Schlatt muttered. 


“Tm...” [ want to die, and most of it isn t even you at this point. “I’m not feeling good, 
Schlatt. I don’t think I’m going to be particularly good company today.” 


“Yeah, I know. You look like shit. Look...” Schlatt sighed. He let go of Wilbur as they exited 
the turnstiles. He seemed to consider two options. He pressed his tongue to his teeth, hissed 
and said, “Look, it’s just dancing at the club, my friends own the place, then the usual, then 
the end of the night. Two-grand, Wilbur.” 


Wilbur’s stomach plummeted. Even if he rationalized he didn’t need money if he died, it was 
also a—well, if he was dying, what was one taste of hell? Maybe it wouldn’t even be all that 
bad. He’d add the money to Quackity’s stuff. It'd be for Quackity. Or maybe if Quackity was 
willing he could somehow get the money to Tommy or Philza as a thank-you or Puffy or... 


Wilbur laughed, covering his mouth, and Schlatt snorted. “Less pissy now?” 
“Admittedly,” Wilbur muttered, “yes.” 


“God, well, I told you, you were a whore,” Schlatt said, but his tone was bitter. “You know, I 
guess I shouldn’t be surprised monkeys don’t cheer you up, but a measly two-thousand does.” 
Wilbur shook his head. 


His mind felt reset. At least rejuvenated for the moment. He could see this through. Give the 
money up to people more worthy than him and then—then it’d come to him. He’d feel the 
motivation to end it. Surely. Surely he just needed to feel like he could do something 
worthwhile and then... 


“What can I say,” Wilbur said, twisting the sleeves of his shirt even as his stomach rolled, 
urging him to not do this. “I’d rather take money than anything else.” Then, a half-lie. “I’m 
not even mad at you, Schlatt, I’m pissed at my...roommate.” 


“Oh?” Schlatt said, unlocking the car. “That twink try to argue something? You could let me 
handle him.” He paused for a moment, looking at Wilbur curiously. His eyes were squinted in 
the setting sun. 


“No,” Wilbur said quickly, defensively and Schlatt’s mouth quirked in a half-smirk, as if 
Wilbur confirmed his thought. Wilbur leaned on the frame of the car. “Guess we argued over 
you.” A bitter addition. “The fact I’m a whore enough to keep taking your money, Schlatt.” 


“He should be happy,” Schlatt said, opening his door. Wilbur followed suit. “If it weren’t for 
me, you’d likely have already killed yourself or ended up homeless or I don’t know—just 
worked overtime at the coffee shop. All equally bad.” 


“You're probably right,” Wilbur said. 


“T usually am,” Schlatt said, starting the car. “I’m going to be right about one more thing, 
Wilbur,” Schlatt said. “Like I said, I’m too old to enjoy clubs these days, so I got us earplugs 
and...if you’re in a better mood...” Schlatt reached into his pocket, pulling out the monkey 
pictures and setting them gently on the dashboard, before fishing around for something. He 
pulled out a foil wrapped package. “Ecstasy.” 


The faint radio of the car was what Wilbur found himself focusing on for a moment. The bass 
sounded like his heart, heavy and hammering in the song. “Ecstasy?” 


“You know, party drug,” Schlatt said. “What? I don’t do many drugs, but considering we’ve 
both had a rough week—tthis will make it better, Wilbur.” He spun the foil packet idly 
between two fingers. “But not before we get there.” Schlatt winced. “I have been high on 
things, and some things are not good for driving.” He patted his car affectionately. 


He opened the glovebox and pulled off his parking pass as well as gingerly tucked the 
monkey photos in the compartment. He pressed it shut firmly, turning up the rap song playing 
on the radio. 


“Will it?” Wilbur said. He tried to keep his voice light; it’s only a few hours of his time, and 
he used to like clubs. But the idea of taking a drug he could not identify, from Schlatt, was 
not reassuring. “I’ve never taken it.” 


“Be bad for driving? Fucking absolutely. Lost my last car—” 
“T mean, will it really make it better.” 


“T don’t go clubbing without it these days—and I only go clubbing every few months. Too 
many gropers and too loud. Everything in moderation,” Schlatt purred. “Except good ass.” A 
look at Wilbur who was chewing on the inside of his mouth, eying the foil. There was no 
discernable labeling or information on it. “Practically side-effectless; I don’t know a single 
person whose had a bad time with this.” Schlatt turned the package over in his hand. 
“Although my usual dealer got arrested.” A sigh, he tucked the foil pouch back into his suit 
jacket. “Since I only buy from him every few months it wasn’t worth trying to help bail him 
out. His shit was usually clean. This...It’s probably not laced with anything that bad.” 


Schlatt shrugged. Wilbur side-eyed him and Schlatt rolled his eyes. “I’m kidding for the most 
part. You’ll be fine. Unless you’re someone already prone to being like psycho—like 
hallucinations, hearing voices, that kind of thing.” Schlatt glanced him up and down. “You’re 
only a little depressed. Hell, this might really make your mood better for days after. You’ ve 
ate. You probably slept. You’re healthy enough to do a little drugs. I’m not going to let either 
of us have a drop of booze, so no come downs. You’ll be fine, Wilbur. Just euphoria. You 
need that. / need that.” 


At that last part, Schlatt genuinely sounded like he meant it. He did look stressed. Despite the 
monkey pictures, he looked on edge. 


“Just euphoria,” Wilbur repeated. 


He didn’t know if he believed Schlatt, but he considered it. He opened his phone and 
considered trying to fact check Schlatt. Wilbur wasn’t sure if he should mention he did have 
hallucinations; he supposed he wasn’t—they weren’t really. They weren’t like the ones in 
movies or books. Wilbur was being dramatic. 


Like Schlatt said, he was fine. He was just always a hypochondriac about these kinds of 
things. 


“Mhm,” Schlatt said as they hit the highway. “Trust me, loverboy.” Then, softer, nearly under 
his breath. “It’1l make up for how bad last time was.” A cough. “And—you liked clubs. I’m 
treating you, Wilbur.” 


“If it makes me happy, Schlatt,” Wilbur murmured. 


“Tt will. Now shut up,” Schlatt muttered. He switched the radio station. “I want to listen to 
some 80s’ rock before I’m subjected to nothing but the Top 40s pop and someone’s cousin’s 
dubstep mixed in.” 


Chapter 14 
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It had been months since Wilbur had last been to the club. It felt reminiscent of the early 
days, before he dated her, when he was young enough to get a neon band slapped on his 
wrist. Back then, he would pre-drink, take shots in the parking lot out of a trunk, or rely on 
his height and a cocky smile to convince an older girl to get him something harder. He’d be 
in a gaggle of guys, school and work conversations spilling over as they staked a spot 
between the dancefloor and the bar. 


Wilbur couldn’t dance, but that never stopped him. He liked losing himself, escaping his 
mind and bodies, as if he could throw himself into the writhing bodies and become lost 
forever within them. 


This felt like the one or two times he’d gone alone. The music was deafening, the lights of 
the dancefloor and of the screens were blinding and the smell of people—alcohol, perfumes, 
cologne, body odor—was like chloroform. If he took a deeper whiff he’d feel everything 
slide sideways into oblivion. 


Schlatt placed a hand on Wilbur's wrist and pulled it up, pressing a pair of earplugs into his 
palm. “Get ‘em in. You’ll thank me. Helps keep the headache off,” Schlatt directed. He leant 
towards Wilbur as he, his voice unshakeable even over the club’s call. “Normally, I’d head 
straight to the bar, but you know—I’m not going to ruin you. Where do you want to go first, 
Wilbur?” 


His lead? Wilbur didn’t trust that. He slid one of the noise-cancelling earplugs in but kept his 
ear on Schlatt’s side open. He rolled the squishy earplug between his fingers as he rocked on 
his heels and licked his lips, battling the anxiety threatening to spill out, his guts tumbling to 
the floor. 


“How about the ecstasy, Schlatt?” 


Schlatt chuckled. “Sure, sure, given you seem fucking skittish today, I figured I could give 
you time to adjust to the place—you know, I used to have to do that for my cat when I put in 


a carrier before driving anywhere—but if you want to, Wilbur, let’s go for it.” 


Wilbur’s fingers shook, but he laughed it off, leaning into Schlatt’s space. “What can I say, 
I’m an eager whore.” Schlatt slid a foil wrapped pill into his hand. 


“Can you dry swallow? You’re certainly good at swallowing my load.” 
“Yeah, I can dry swallow,” Wilbur said. And if he didn’t, he hoped he choked and died. 


The beat of the music was slower than his heart which rang and thrummed and screamed in 
his ears until he clenched his fingers, begging them to stop. They were shaking. The foil was 
colorful, and complete with a brand—a ram—it was cute. It was also cute someone who dealt 
in illegal substances either had to draw and design this, or commission someone—or most 
likely they stole it off the web and some hapless furry didn’t know their art was being used 
for drugs. On second thought, that was giving the furries too much credit; they definitely 
knew. 


Wilbur quelled his thoughts and summoned spit to his mouth, before letting the pill touch his 
tongue for a second before swallowing. Schlatt watched him, eyes traveling the length of 
Wilbur’s throat then with a soft grumble, “I can’t dry swallow. I’m getting water. My mouth 
is always dry.” 


“T’ve noticed,” Wilbur said and Schlatt frowned at him. Wilbur stuck his tongue out a smidge 
and mimed a kiss. Schlatt rolled his eyes hard. 


“You’re lucky I like you bratty, you little bitch,” Schlatt huffed. 


Wilbur sucked in a breath, begging his anxiety to leave him for a few hours. He pushed his 
shaking fingers into his pockets. Schlatt ambled across the club and Wilbur watched him. He 
walked with a swagger, yet there was an undeniable tinge of nerves clinging to him too—his 
back was stiff, his hand tapping a disjointed rhythm against his leg that didn’t match the beat 
of the music. 


Wilbur put the other earplug in and eyed the dancefloor. He tilted his head back, eyed the 
dusty ceiling above, lights and sound proofing mixing into a blur of black and light. Wilbur 
looked back down and forced his feet to move. It didn’t feel like they were his, but he 
stepped onto the dance floor. For a moment, he was staring at a corpse, a mass of people 
squirming and twisting like maggots over a rotting ribcage. Then. He cracked. 


Wilbur surrendered to the music and let the bugs threatening to eat him alive swarm over his 
skin, swarm over his brain, over his eyes, and feast. Damn the black hole of his lust he 
descends, into the cavern, into the death. Wilbur couldn’t see himself. He couldn’t feel 
himself. 


He didn’t know how long he was alone. For a moment it was him and the music. He wasn’t 
graceful, he knew he wasn’t, but a wave of arousal and desperation made his movements 
more fluid. He danced like a whore in the devil’s sacrament, pleading with spirits to take him, 
to lay waste to his body. 


He was stirred out of his revere. 


A girl sidled up to him, her thin fingers on his wrist. He looked down. Her mascara was 
smeared and her streaked hair frizzy. She grinned up at him. For a flash of the lights her skin 
was gone, a skull in its place. The image vanished in a blink. He couldn’t hear her with his 
earplugs. Her smile could mean anything. 


He didn’t have to wonder for long. Schlatt reappeared at his side, an empty plastic cup 
crushed in his hand. He gripped Wilbur’s hips, dropping the crushed cup to the floor. 
Schlatt’s voice penetrated through the earplugs. His voice was too distinctive and loud to 
miss. “Sweetheart, go back to your friends, he ain’t looking and I’m not in the mood for your 
STI-riddled pussy tonight.” 


The girl’s smile fell entirely and even in her drunken gaze, she looked disgusted. She left. 


“Gross, Schlatt,” Wilbur said. He tugged Wilbur against him for a moment, sliding his 
thumbs over his hips before he released him. 


“They’re like pirahannas; tall men stick out,” Schlatt murmured with a laugh. “I saw you 
dancing. God, you’re such a slut. The way you move.” 


“Did you want to dance with me or were you going to just watch?” Wilbur said, with a 
hysterical giggle. 


“T might watch,” Schlatt murmured. “Sugar, you’ve seen my body. It ain’t made for dancing.” 


“If you weren’t so reprehensible,” Wilbur tripped over his own word, his tongue feeling 
thick, “you would be so much sexier.” 


“Oh, the daddy issues are coming out,” Schlatt jabbed, but Wilbur couldn’t swallow down the 
arousal running through his veins. He put his hands on Schlatt’s shoulders, sliding them down 
his arms. Schlatt’s cheeks reddened and he pressed his tongue into the corner of his mouth. 
His words were drowned out by the music. 


“T want to touch you,” Wilbur said. “I want you to touch me.” 


Whatever Schlatt muttered was too low over the music and earplugs to hear, but he didn’t 
look bothered as Wilbur grew bolder. He rested his hands on Schlatt’s hipbones, rubbing his 
thumbs over it and Schlatt’s hands glided over him, tracing his body. 


The music was thrumming under his skin, like bugs, chewing on his nerves, on his muscles. 
He wanted to be touched. He wanted someone to keep his skin on his body—before the 
maggots took it. Before he was a corpse. He wanted to feel alive. How much could he fit 
under his skin? Could he fit Schlatt under his skin with the maggots, the worms? 


Time dissolved into a viscous slime. He pressed himself against Schlatt. He doesn’t think the 
man ever began dancing. He was content to let Wilbur do it enough for the both of them. The 
world between flashes of painted-images became the lights, the cacophony, the roaring 
music. 


Schlatt was flushed crimson, embarrassed, yet taking perverted delight in Wilbur’s state if the 
bulge in his pants said anything else. 


It felt like the DJ was looking at him, their shaded eyes filled with malice. 


Schlatt’s lips were bruised—had they kissed? They lay open parted, his breath coming out 
heavy and Wilbur felt his own lips tingling. 


The lights were green, illuminating ghastly apparitions. Ghouls. Rotting. Festering. 


Schlatt was grinding against him. They were sweaty. His hands were gripping Wilbur’s hips 
tight enough to bruise. 


A flash. Quackity? Was that Quackity? No, it was another Hispanic person—a girl even, her 
pink blush and sharp grin reminded him of Quackity. 


Wilbur imagined Quackity against him. He’d taken up the man on that once-made offer to 
wingman him. His slim hands sliding under Wilbur’s shirt, his laughter and breaths huffing 
out against Wilbur’s sternum. Wilbur would tilt Quackity’s head back and duck down, 
pressing his mouth hard into his enough it’d leave a permanent bruise, one that would remain 
with him to the grave. 


Snap. 
It was a single rimshot in a song, the crack of an electronic stick against a drum. 


His mouth was on Schlatt’s. The devil. There were too many bodies around them, pressing 
them in—a mass grave. It smelt like death. 


“Schlatt, I want to go—there’s too many bugs,” Wilbur said, gripping his arm hard and 
whispering against his lips. Schlatt didn’t hear him. Wilbur tugged off his earplugs and pulled 
hard on Schlatt’s arm, pulling them off the dance floor. “Schlatt, I have to go. I need to go.” 


Wilbur just wanted to lay on the couch. He wanted to press his face into it. To smell 
Quackity. He’d send an apology. He’d do anything. He wanted someone to love him. He 
wanted someone to crawl beneath his skin. Was he at his apartment? No? It was too spacious 
—it wasn’t—he didn’t recognize any the surroundings in the club. He might have been 
babbling, he might have been speaking aloud, he couldn’t tell. 


Once they were off the dance floor, Schlatt pulled his earplugs out and gripped Wilbur’s arm 
back, his grip harsher. “Calm the fuck down, Jesus—what’s with you?” 


“Tt’s—” Wilbur swallowed hard, his mouth feeling dry and thick. He nearly mentioned the 
bugs, the ever-crawling and writhing bugs and rot, but he swallowed those words. “They ’re— 
it’s too much. | want to go home.” His mind was swimming. He leaned against Schlatt, 
gripping the expensive fabric of his shirt with both hands. 


He sought stability. Schlatt was real. Schlatt was real. 


“Christ,” Schlatt said, then glanced over his shoulder towards the bar. “You just need a small 
drink, something to take your mind off the edge. Nothing alcoholic—I promise.” 


He didn’t want that. He wanted to be somewhere overwhelmingly familiar. 


“Schlatt, can we go?” Wilbur’s voice wavered. He wrapped his arms around his gut, as if he 
let go everything would spill out, rotting organs and all. He felt foggy. It felt like the floor 
was moving, it had gained its own life, breathing in and out, threatening to trip his feet. 


There was a brief hesitation, but Schlatt pulled his hand out. Schlatt scratched back of his 
neck and wet his lips with his tongue. “Wait here,” Schlatt commanded abruptly. 


“Schlatt,” Wilbur called after him weakly. He leaned against an empty table. “Schlatt,” 
Wilbur groaned to himself. It felt like the room was closing in around him. He scratched his 
bare skin on his hands; something was squirming beneath it. He was feeling more out of body 
by the second, like he was only a passive onlooker. 


“Here. Drink,” Schlatt pressed a fruity smelling drink into his hand without looking at him, a 
bright red. Blood. Fresh blood. Schlatt’s own drink was identical. Schlatt gulped a few greedy 
sips of his, then pressed the cold glass against his forehead. “You’re giving me a headache.” 


He eyed Wilbur with guarded eyes as if searching him for a disease, searching for whatever 
infested him, but when Wilbur’s eyes briefly met his, Schlatt feigned ignorance. He hid his 
gaze behind his hand. Wilbur pressed the straw to his lips and sucked it down, only faintly 
tasting the sweet and bitter. Bitter. “This isn’t virgin.” A beat. Wilbur added a self- 
deprecating mutter, “Just like me.” 


Schlatt looked up sharply. 


“Tsn’t it?” Schlatt asked. He lowered his own glass from his forehead. He squinted his eyes at 
the glasses. There was nothing to tell them apart. He took a sip of Wilbur’s and his 
expression pinched, a flash of guilt across his eyes. “My bad,” Schlatt said. He drank the rest 
of Wilbur’s. “You already downed half of it so I can’t really help you there. It’s watered the 
fuck down though so you’re fine.” 


He pushed his own drink into Wilbur’s hands. Wilbur was far more cautious now, but he 
needn’t be. It was pure sugar. And water. And fruit flavoring. Wilbur didn’t feel better. 


“Schlatt, can we go?” 


“Tf you won’t shut up about it, yeah, sure,” Schlatt said. He wasn’t looking at Wilbur, he was 
tapping his fingers on the table rapidly. “I’m getting a service to pick up my car. We’ll get a 
ride. I am not driving. We’ll go back to the hotel—” 


“My apartment,” Wilbur said. “I want my apartment.” 


Schlatt scoffed dismissively. “Not a chance. That place is a shithole. Not to mention, who 
knows what your water pressure is.” 


Wilbur rested his head in his arms. “Schlatt,” he groaned. Schlatt slid an arm under his and 
pulled him up with a grunt, pressing Wilbur against him. Once Wilbur was standing, he 
wrapped an arm securely around his waist. He pressed a kiss to Wilbur’s hair. There was a 
moment he could hear Schlatt’s heart hammering before he was jostled away from his chest. 


“Calm down, baby. I got you,” Schlatt murmured, but his attention was elsewhere. It flitted 
around with his eyes and his tense bicep under Wilbur’s arm betrayed him. “Besides, with 
how this is hitting you, you don’t want to be alone, do you?” Schlatt asked. Wilbur felt snug 
and secure against Schlatt—at least for the second. He pressed his face down into Schlatt’s 
shoulder. 


“No,” Wilbur said muffled against his shoulder. 


“You're fine,” Schlatt assured him, but his tone betrayed him. He seemed like he was trying 
to convince himself as well as Wilbur of that. “You’re a bit sensitive to the ecstasy.” 


“T upset Quackity. You know. I chose you, I shouldn’t have,” Wilbur said. Schlatt stiffened. 
He had pulled out his phone, but at the words his finger paused on the ride-share app he 
opened. Schlatt’s eyes were on him. 


“Oh? Didn’t you tell me this already?” 

“Did I?” 

“Nevermind.” 

“He’s right. I shouldn’t do this. I think I’m in love with him,” Wilbur said. 


The businessman let out a derisive snort. He continued tapping on his phone. “Take it from 
me, not worth it clearly. Look how you act when you’re hung up over him. What we have is 
worth a Jot more. This is beneficial for you. Rather than what’s going to be a four-month 
rebound for the both of you.” A pause and Schlatt slid his phone into his pocket. He tilted his 
head. “Unless, sweetie, ya wanted to get him into bed with us?” 


Wilbur shook his head. “He’s so beautiful. Whenever I see his smile I think of the sunrise.” 
Schlatt let out a low whistle. “Jesus,” Schlatt said. “Stop being sappy, that’s disgusting.” 


“Whenever I see yours I think of rot,” Wilbur muttered. Schlatt blew a raspberry and shook 
his head. 


“Christ, sweetheart, I’m growing stingier by the second,” Schlatt muttered. “Can’t believe my 
own whore is telling me about another man,” he said more to himself. “And insulting me.” 


“Schlatt, are people looking at us?” Wilbur asked. 
“No,” Schlatt said. 


“You sure?” 


“Well, if they were—they aren’t now,” Schlatt scoffed. Wilbur blinked. They weren’t in the 
club. They were outside. It was dark. It was pretty. The lights were so bright. “Goddamn, 
you’re kinda fucked up right now, aren’t you?” Schlatt asked with a laugh, but there was an 
edge to it. He was leaning away from Wilbur. 


Wilbur blinked. It was like that statement brought him out of a trance. He didn’t entirely feel 
real. He was his own narrator, passively watching this all play out. 


“Yeah, Iam,” Wilbur said slowly. He was in his body, wasn’t he? He hadn’t been. Where was 
the time? The crowd of people being gone was reassuring. That'd been it. It was just too 
many people. He was fine. He ran his hand over Schlatt’s arm around him. It didn’t feel 
enough. He wanted Schlatt under his skin. “I don’t feel so bad, Schlatt. You’re right. It feels 
better.” 


It did. His head was so cloudy. His thoughts felt like they were thousands of pieces of confetti 
—thousands of fruit flies—all over the ground, all over him like he was covered in sticky 
sugary soda. Was his tongue and lips moving? Was he speaking? 


“Uh-huh,” Schlatt said. “Wilbur, I’m starting to think I can’t put anything in you. Alcohol, 
drugs—think you aren’t cut out for it. Tell you what, we make it quick tonight and I do you 
get back home after. I don’t know if I’m going to be able to handle your mood swings.” 


“Schlatt,’” Wilbur groaned, leaning against him—why did Schlatt pull away from him earlier? 
“But you said it yourself. I’m your whore,” Wilbur said with a chuckle. He pet Schlatt’s 
chest. “You’re good for me. This is good. I want you inside of me. I want you to fuck me 
open.” 


Schlatt huffed, but he toyed with Wilbur’s hand against his chest. “When you say things like 
that suddenly I feel less bad. If you want to ease my anxiety, you’ll tell me my cock’s bigger 
than the twink.” 


“Never seen his, but yours is the biggest I'll ever be able to take,” Wilbur purred. 


“Yeah? Can’t take anything more?” Schlatt said. “That I’ll take.” He trailed his fingers over 
Wilbur’s. “You’ve got such a dopey smile.” 


“T feel good,” Wilbur said, but his smile wavered a second as reality and the blur clashed for 
a moment, the lights taking on a look like a spotlight, a passing couple of girls’ expressions 
warping to look like skeletal horrors. Wilbur turned his head from them and pressed himself 
into Schlatt’s side again. “Schlatt, fuck my brains out.” 


“T don’t think you need my cock to lose your head,” Schlatt said, but he was evidently turned 
on by the words. His pupils were dilated and his words were heavy with lust. “I can’t wait to 
peel that button-up off of you and unpeel those tight jeans.” 


He ran a hand down Wilbur’s back to his ass and Wilbur leaned into it. Schlatt cupped 
Wilbur’s ass and dug his fingers in hard, pushing Wilbur’s hips against his thigh. Wilbur’s 
own hands slid over Schlatt, one firmly petting his chest the other dropping to weakly grope 


at his thigh, his waist, his ass. If Schlatt was embarrassed being groped in public he didn’t 
seem to weigh it too heavily. 


He kissed Wilbur on the lips, humming. “You’re so sexy.” 


Schlatt looked good. He wasn’t pretty nor handsome, he was far from a model or a movie 
star, but that made him all the more tangible. His cheeks were full and bright, tinged red, his 
eyes were creased with smile lines and his teeth weren’t straight—Wilbur could see a glint of 
a crown in the back of Schlatt’s mouth, gold—and his facial hair was uneven on his left side. 
But Wilbur could love him like this, in these small moments. When he forgot who they were. 


Wilbur hated to say it, but with the aid of alcohol and ecstasy loosening his brain, he could 
admit not all of his high school fantasies had always involved the guys shorter than him and 
demure. They’d involved bears in movies, fathers like he wished he’d had with broad chests 
and a soft stomach, with a large body to press himself into and right now he wanted to be 
enveloped. He needed his own body to cease to exist. 


But he didn’t love Schlatt. 

He didn’t want Schlatt to be the man he was with forever. 
He didn’t want to do this forever. 

But it would mute the pain of loneliness. 

For the both of them. 

Until the end. It wasn’t forever. 


Wilbur was sure his grave was fast approaching, opening up shovelful by shovelful all for 
him. 


“T want to feel your skin against mine,” Wilbur begged. Schlatt grinned and kissed him 
firmly. 


Time began to flash again. Blurring. Lights. 
Schlatt’s keys clinking as he tossed it to a valet-type service to drive his car home for him. 


Two girls were walking past—their eyes skirting to them for a quick—hadn’t he seen those 
two girls before? Had he? A lot of these party outfits were blurring together—was he being 
followed? No, that’s an insane belief, isn’t it? 


The cars on the street blurred together so much he was sure he saw a line of red cars. 


Then Schlatt was ushering him towards one and for a moment the dark black street was a 
void and if he didn’t dodge it while stepping into the car he’d sink into its abyss. 


The car ride was quick and if the driver was uncomfortable with either of them touching each 
other more than they should they were too inebriated to notice. Schlatt’s hotel was for a 


moment too tall. He couldn’t even see the sky with it. 


Everything was familiar, yet nothing was. The decorative rug looked like the lines were 
moving. The chandeliers looked to be growing and shrinking in size. People seemed to 
teleport, like he wasn’t seeing them move—not really, just one moment they were across the 
room. 


Schlatt’s grip on him was his only anchor and the moment they were in the elevator; Wilbur 
was on him. He kissed Schlatt hard, cupping his face in his hands and pressing himself into 
him, all teeth and tongue. Schlatt let out a spluttered gasp in surprise and leaned away, 
tapping his keycard against the reader, then the button for the floor and eying outside the 
doors. When it appeared no one was watching, he easily returned Wilbur’s affection. He 
trailed a hand up Wilbur’s back to cup his neck, tangling his fingers in his hair. 


“Easy, Wilbur, wait until we have privacy,” Schlatt chastised, but he was enjoying it. He 
kissed Wilbur back, shallow and slow, letting Wilbur pant against his mouth. 


“T need you,” Wilbur pleaded. “I need you, Schlatt.” 

Schlatt grinned. 

Flashes of memories. 

The smudge on the elevator wall looked like a skull. 

The elevator’s stop felt like it was going to break and plummet down the core of the earth. 
Schlatt kissed him again, quick, tugging him off the elevator. 


Gray. Everything on this floor was gray. Wilbur looked down at his hands to make sure they 
weren’t too. 


Blood was crusted under his nails. 


Wilbur glanced at his hand and noticed his idle scratching hadn’t been as light as he thought. 
The backs of his hands were crusted with thin streaks of blood. 


It was forgotten almost immediately. When they were in Schlatt’s suite, it was almost routine. 
He’d done this too many times now. Hadn’t he? Wilbur stripped, Schlatt sitting on the bed 
watching him, his eyes tracing Wilbur’s chest, his cock, his thighs before sweeping back to 
his face. 


“You too, Schlatt,” Wilbur said. Schlatt laughed. He hardly ever did—he was insecure. But 
Wilbur tugged on his shirt, tugged on Schlatt’s top button. “For me?” 


If Schlatt had something cocky to say, it stilled on his tongue. For a moment he looked too 
painfully human as his hand cupped over Wilbur’s, but it wasn’t with adoration. Worry? 
Fear? An undeniably nervous edge. Wilbur picked up on the scrutiny and his shoulders 
locked up. Schlatt’s fingers rubbed over the dried blood on his hand—he’d noticed it too. 


Wilbur tried to pretend he hadn’t. He unbuttoned Schlatt’s shirt and Schlatt let him, but his 
gaze was cagey now. “Mm, Wilbur, like I said earlier at the bar, we make this quick? You 
wanted to head back to your apartment,” Schlatt said, his tone odd. “Maybe you do need to 
be alone.” 


Wilbur swallowed. A nervous laugh. “Schlatt, that’s the last thing I need—TI need you. I need 
your cock in me.” He didn’t want to be alone. He didn’t want to deal with this on his own. 
“Tgnore it. It was an accident.” 


“Uh-huh,” Schlatt said, but Wilbur couldn’t miss his tone or the way his eyes slid to the side 
of Wilbur. He stilled Wilbur’s hand. Wilbur desperately fought to keep Schlatt’s attention, he 
kissed him again and Schlatt despite himself gave in, closing his eyes and tracing Wilbur’s 
bottom lip with his tongue. He sighed. “You know, just for you tonight—but it’s coming out 
of your pay. I can’t believe I’m listening to you—stripping down,” Schlatt said, but the look 
Wilbur wanted earlier was on his face. 


Adoration. A soft kind he didn’t want to show Wilbur, but Wilbur knew he had. He needed 
that right now. Whatever cost. Wilbur settled on Schlatt’s lap, straddling his legs and kissed 
his jaw, his neck, his collarbone—Schlatt groaned, gripping his hips tight. 


“Jesus,” Schlatt groaned, his eyelashes fluttering. “You’re so eager. You’re making me feel 
like a goddamn virgin.” Despite his complaint, he closed his eyes, letting Wilbur mark his 
skin. Wilbur ducked his down, massaging Schlatt’s chest and flicking his tongue across a 
nipple. 


Schlatt moaned hard and gripped Wilbur’s hair. “Fuck,” he moaned. He reached a hand under 
them and fumbled with his belt buckle. Wilbur chuckled, kissing Schlatt’s chest and rubbing 
his thumbs over his nipples, tweaking them. Wilbur could feel Schlatt’s hard erection against 
his inner thigh, his cock straining in his pants. 


Wilbur lifted himself onto his knees off of Schlatt’s lap for a moment to help Schlatt pull his 
belt off and Schlatt wiggled his hips, easing out of his pants and boxers in a motion that 
jostled them together awkwardly. Wilbur giggled. He rested his head against Schlatt’s 
shoulder, panting. Schlatt groaned, kissing his cheek. 


“Get up and get the lube, I’m not,” Schlatt said. “Should be in the same place it always 1s in 
my bag.” 


Wilbur got up, stumbling and fumbled with the zipper on the bag for too long. There were 
stars—no, not stars, lightning-bugs—in his visions. They floated around, clinging to the 
walls, to the edges of furniture. Wilbur rubbed at his eyes absently and pulled the lube free. 
Schlatt took it from him and coated his fingers hastily and yanked Wilbur back down, 
smashing their teeth together as he kissed him. He coated his cock first and then lubed his 
fingers up. Wilbur relaxed into the two fingers pushing into him, rocking against Schlatt’s 
hand as he ran his tongue over Schlatt’s. 


Schlatt broke the kiss messily, strings of saliva hanging from their mouths. He lay back on 
the bed and gave his cock a few good tugs, his hard cock leaking pre-cum. “Ride it, whore.” 


Wilbur didn’t need to be told twice. He aligned himself and slid Schlatt eagerly into himself 
and fucked himself hard down, pushing past any pain or discomfort. The sharp pains up his 
back only added to the sensation. Schlatt didn’t have to do any of the work, Wilbur could do 
it. 


It grounded him. That sharp pain could nearly take his breath away. He hadn’t lubed himself 
up properly—he should have known better than to let Schlatt. But he needed it. If it didn’t 
hurt how would he know he was here. 


And not dead. 
And not somewhere lost in his head. 


It felt good. Wilbur balanced himself with his hands on Schlatt’s chest, his long legs bent at 
an angle that hurt as he straddled Schlatt’s cock, pressing it into himself like he was trying to 
break his guts open. Schlatt rested a hand on his chest, tracing over a thin trail of hair, his 
eyes blown with lust and desire as he moaned heavy and hot. 


For a moment it was all ecstasy—to be a human in the gardens of Olympus, drinking 
ambrosia, to have it spill out over full chalices on lips, on skin—Wilbur groaned, rolling his 
hips down, taking Schlatt deeper. He dragged Schlatt’s hand up his chest and kissed it, licking 
at his fingertips. 


There had to be more. Despite the sweat dripping down his back, despite everything in his 
body begging him for this, he felt his cock only half-harden. He took Schlatt in deeper and 
rougher until it hurt, until his back ached bad enough it radiated into his gut, until he felt split 
open. 


There had to be more. Wilbur panted, his fingers gripping Schlatt’s hand desperate until his 
nails dug in. Until it left a mark. He felt a strangled cry of desperation in the back of his 
throat. 


There had to be more. “Fuck me harder,” Wilbur begged. He sucked on Schlatt’s fingers and 
gripped his own cock in one hand, tugging at it. 


But nothing worked. Whatever feelings were pent up in him, whatever was crawling under 
his skin—nothing was getting it out. Worst was he wasn’t hard—his cock was limp in his 
hand and his skin crawled more and more with the need. 


“Harder? I’m closer to forty than twenty—I’m not going to suddenly become a fucking 
rabbit,” Schlatt said. He cut himself off with a groan as Wilbur took him deep. “Though 
you’re sure trying to be. Off.” He pulled his hand out of Wilbur’s, the back of his palm red 
with nail marks. 


Wilbur complied with a whine. Schlatt pushed him onto his stomach. He pushed into Wilbur 
again, taking the pace slower—not terribly slow, but Wilbur felt like it had to be. It had to be 
glacial speed. “You feel good, baby, but I want to enjoy you,” Schlatt murmured. 


“Schlatt, please,” Wilbur moaned. 


It didn’t feel as good and for a moment he felt sheer panic start to envelop him. 


Lying beneath Schlatt, unable to really move, unable to really choose the pace—he felt 
something choking him, like a swarm of flies in his throat, buzzing and pressing to break out 
of his mouth. His gasps sounded less erotic in his ears and more on the border of tears. 


Dont think about that. Dont think about that. It’s not like that. It doesn t matter. 
He chose this. He chose this. He chose this. 


He was suffocated. He couldn’t breathe. He could feel his cock rubbing dryly against the 
comforter, his prostate tingling with pleasant and painful nerves with every drag of Schlatt’s 
cock, his body aching painfully, his throat burning—because he couldn’t breathe. 


Wilbur was holding his breath and he sucked down a breath and it felt like the swarm was 
threatening to break out of him. It came out in a weak cry and it felt like tears were brimming 
in his eyes. 


Wilbur rested one of his hands on the back of his neck and dug his nails into the skin until his 
head cleared, until the smell of his bedroom clogging his nose and the cologne were replaced 
with the cloying-perfume smell of the hotel sheets. 


With a few more heavy thrusts, he could feel cum staining his insides. 


Schlatt came with a groan and rolled off of him. “Agh, I’m going to be sore,” Schlatt said, 
but he sounded pleased enough. 


He pressed his face into the pillow. Wilbur whined, curling up on himself. His skin was hot 
and crawling with arousal and need—nothing had been sated. He rolled over and threw an 
arm over Schlatt and curled into him. Schlatt for a moment returned his affection, he rolled 
over to face Wilbur, tracing his fingers up his side, over his arm and to cup his face. 


It felt nice. His fingers were tenderly stroking his skin and despite how unsatisfied Wilbur 
felt, he buried his head against Schlatt’s chest, begging for the skin-to-skin contact to cure 
him. Through his hair he couldn’t see much. 


But he could see Schlatt’s mouth. 


There was a mix of emotions resting on his bottom lip that seemed to make it waver and twist 
and morph into a variety of minute expressions. It was extremely painful when Schlatt pulled 
his arm off and moved off the bed, walking naked across the room to pour himself a glass of 
whiskey. 


“ll call a cab for you,” Schlatt said, sipping from his glass. He sniff-checked a pair of 
boxers from his suitcase and tugged them on. “It’s better if you leave.” 


“Schlatt, I don’t feel well—I don’t want to be alone,” Wilbur said and pushed himself up. His 
arms were shaking. 


“Yeah, the thing is—I’m going to be honest—I was going to do this earlier, but...” Schlatt 
looked into his glass. “I didn’t.” It had an air of guilt to it. 


“What do you mean?” Wilbur asked. He sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing his face. 


Schlatt was looking at him with a reserved expression. He leaned on the back of a chair. “Call 
it post nut clarity, but you’ve said fucking weird things tonight. You’re acting fucking 
mental.” 


“What did I say?” Wilbur asked. 


“Does it matter, just—sober up. Somewhere else. I can’t deal with you,” Schlatt said. His 
hand with the glass was shaking. “I didn’t pay to deal with you.” 


Wilbur blinked, his brain not registering much. “You’re not making any sense.” 


“Either you can get out of the hotel room of your own volition, or I can call a cop. You want 
to go back to your apartment or be sectioned, Wilbur? Because that’s how it’s going to go,” 
Schlatt snapped. 


Wilbur’s blood chilled. Despite his grogginess, he immediately felt himself sober enough to 
take in the reality. “Schlatt, what do you mean?” 


“What do I mean? You’re fucking mental—but not fucking dumb. You goddamn know what I 
mean. I’m not fucking wrong,” Schlatt said, his voice nearly hysterical. He shifted on his 
feet, pacing further from Wilbur. “I saw the scratch marks all over you—you fucking gouged 
me! Christ, I can handle depressed but not whatever you have going on.” 


“Schlatt, I—” 
“Get out.” 


“T can t—Schlatt, I can’t be alone right now,” Wilbur didn’t feel remotely aware enough, 
remotely stable enough, remotely sober—he was barely able to get his feet under him. 


Schlatt wasn’t looking at him. He polished off his glass and poured another one. “Tough luck. 
I can call security and they can drag you into a nice white room eventually, or you can get 
out.” 


Wilbur swallowed hard and got up from the bed. He couldn’t do this. He was dying. He was 
dying. A cold sweat was beginning to drip down his neck and back—He got dressed without 
looking at Schlatt, his head and heart hammering. He felt the room sway with vertigo and 
paused in putting on his shoes. 


“So, you fucked me, despite it?” Wilbur asked. His voice wavered and he dared to look at 
Schlatt. Schlatt was drinking from the bottle, his hand gripped tightly around its neck. 


“Don’t fucking judge me,” Schlatt said. “I thought I could help you, but you know—fuck it.” 
Schlatt threw up his hands and threw the empty bottle down against the upholstery, shattering 


it. “You drank the wrong fucking drink and got worse and I can’t fuck whatever’s screwed up 
in your goddamn head out.” 


“No, but you can pretend I’m a dangerous fucking lunatic minutes after shoving your dick in 
my ass,” Wilbur retorted. 


“Get the fuck out,” Schlatt snapped. 


Wilbur shoved his feet into his shoes, one untied, and the other still crushed under his heel. 
He got out. Wilbur stumbled in the hallway, his head blurry and he could only barely make it 
to the elevator before he began coughing and wheezing for a moment, his breath not coming 
to him. He couldn’t breathe. He was dying. He was dying. Wilbur gripped his chest hard and 
sucked in breaths until he felt lightheaded. 


Flashes. 

Lobby. 

Security guard entering the elevator. 

“Are you okay?” 

Not concern. Wariness. Like Schlatt had been earlier. His hand was on his taser. 
“Going, sir, sorry,” Wilbur said, blinking hard. 

Stepping past a group of people. 

Loud. It was loud. Cars. Honking. People talking. 

Wilbur covered his ears for a moment. But people were staring. 

Eyes. Lights. 


He moved. He chose a direction and he walked. He didn’t know where. Wilbur felt his heart 
hammering painfully in his chest. Too many people on the sidewalk for this time of night. 
Too many eyes glancing at him. 


He looked down, patted his pockets for the earplugs and considered shoving them in— 
something—anything to drown out the noise. 


One slipped between his fingers and fell. 
Gone. 


Wilbur’s breathing became sharper, painful again. He felt like he was dying. Wheezing. 
Hyperventilating. 


He nearly ran into someone. A harsh, “Watch it, buddy.” 


He looked up. And he finally had an end in mind. A destination. 


A bridge. A block away. 
Wilbur walked faster. 


He’d been so stupid. He couldn’t even be a whore. Couldn’t be a barista. Couldn’t be a 
boyfriend. All he could be was a mistake. 


A problem. 
Everyone’s problem. 
Quackity’s. Puffy’s. Phil’s. Schlatts. 


The bridge came into sight with each step like a beacon in a storm and Wilbur felt his aches 
dry up as he approached it, glad to see it. This was it. This was the end. 


There was a constant thrum of car traffic, but the sidewalks were empty. A rare solace. He 
was alone. Truly alone. Wilbur stepped onto the bridge and walked along the sidewalk until 
he was at the center. Below the bridge was a dried-up riverbed, once something vibrant and 
full of life now full of sewer, trash with an oily sheen coating its top. He took a deep breath 
full of diesel and smoke. 


This was it. Wilbur felt a laugh bubble up, but tears pricked his eyes. 


No more. No more bills. No more coffee stains on his sleeves. No more syrup crusting his 
nails. No more buses. No more hunger. No more pain. 


No more Quackity. No more high-pitched laughter and faint bubbling words in Spanish he 
can’t recognize. No more cat paws peeking under his bedroom door and quiet mews. No 
more drinks at the bar with Phil, the seats worn and comfortable and the beer nostalgic. No 
more emails from Tommy, memes and slang a tad too new for him, but an infectious energy 
that made him wish he hadn’t been an only child. 


No more Schlatt and all he was. 


Wilbur did not feel at peace. He gripped the railing. He wiped at his eyes, moist, but there 
were no real tears, not yet. He reached for his phone. What updates did he expect to see? Did 
the time matter? It was a new day or the end of the night—1:04 a.m. 


The last person who’d texted him had been Schlatt when he picked him up. Wilbur stared at 
the message until it blurred and he remembered the grim promise he’d made to Schlatt at the 
beginning. “If you’re going to kill yourself, text me, so I know not to keep paying you.” 


And so he did. 
‘T’'m going to kill myself.” 


Maybe Schlatt would be glad to see it. After how their night had ended, it’d be one less 
problem on his plate. Wilbur lowered his phone, pressing the cool glass screen against his 
leg. He didn’t know why he didn’t just do it yet. What was he waiting on? 


A sign from God? He wasn’t even religious. A miracle? A fucking alien ship to abduct him? 


Wilbur glanced at his phone again to see the time and stared numbly at the caller ID. Schlatt. 
What kind of sick and twisted thing could he want? To talk to Wilbur? To ask for a refund? 
What did he want? He stared at the caller ID for a minute, waiting, waiting for him to hang 
up. He didn’t. 


Wilbur guessed all of Schlatt’s fucking shaping of him worked, because he answered it. 


There was silence on the other end. Wilbur wasn’t sure what he expected. He heard the sound 
of fabric moving and Schlatt muttered sleepily, “I didn’t even mean to call you. I uh...tapped 
the wrong button.” 


Wilbur laughed. It was a pained sound, and he couldn’t even pretend he cared anymore. No 
one cared about him and it felt freeing. To say all what he’d wanted to say. “I fucking hate 
you. Fuck you.” 


“Td tell you to kill yourself, but I guess you’re already doing that,” Schlatt said. He could 
hear Schlatt groan and then sit up. “You’re really messed up.” 


“T’m fucking messed up?” Wilbur questioned. He turned his back to the railing for a moment 
to stare into traffic. “Look in the fucking mirror, Schlatt. You’re the worst fucking person I’ve 
ever met.” 


“And so are you, Wilbur,” Schlatt said. He sounded just as heated as Wilbur felt. “The way 
you were acting, Jesus, just...so much wrong with you.” 


“Fuck you,” Wilbur said again. “Because of the fucking drugs you gave me. Because of the 
fucking liquor you bought for me.” 


“Oh, cry about it.” 

“If anyone should be on this fucking bridge, it’s you.” 
“Fucking do it, pussy,” Schlatt said. 

“Fuck you,” Wilbur snapped again. 


“What do you want me to say to you, Wilbur? Don’t do it. You have so much to live for,” 
Schlatt said sardonic. He sounded tired. He sounded just as upset. “I wouldn’t have fucking 
bought you if you ever had anything going for you. You don’t have friends. No one cares 
about you.” 


Wilbur laughed darkly, because for a moment in his anger he could see how wrong Schlatt 
was. Compared to Schlatt, at least he had people who wanted to talk to him, to be around 
him. “You’re speaking about yourself, Schlatt,” Wilbur said, his heart hammering in his chest 
with his angry words. 


“I’m not the one calling from a bridge,” Schlatt said. “I knew you’d kill yourself. You looked 
like a fucking dead man when you showed up. Do you even have a pulse, Wilbur, or are you 


just a heartless bitch?” 
Wilbur didn’t say anything, gripping the phone tight. Schlatt laughed to himself. 


“Jesus, you going to be on the phone all night with me? Or are you a goddamn man, Wilbur. 
Hang up and do it.” 


Wilbur hung up, his ears ringing, his breath coming out in angry, quick huffs. He sucked in a 
deep breath and sunk against the railing, his hand sweaty around his phone. 


Wilbur blinked back tears. He lowered the phone slowly from his ear and stared into the night 
sky, the wind sweeping through his hair, tugging at strands in a way that almost felt as 
purposeful and romantic as a lover. The roar of engines and tires on the pavement and distant 
voices fell to a lull for a moment and he reached a hand up to settle over his beating heart, 
and he could hear it. Soft. Thumping. Alive. 


He focused on the warmth of his own body under his hand, and his thumb traced a circle over 
his chest next to his palm, passing over his rumpled shirt in smooth passes until he felt his 
shoulders slump and his breathing slow, evening out. 


Wilbur raised his phone again, and he hesitated on who to send a message to, his recent 
contacts blurring together and for a moment he felt his heart begin hammering and smashing 
at his ribcage and fleshy interior, eager to escape him. He tapped on a name, but backed out, 
fear racing through his mind and for a moment he considered the night sky again. Nothing 
felt easy. Nothing felt good. 


This was limbo. 


Forever standing at the brink, feeling like the world was coming down around him and if he 
didn’t make a decision to end it all, he’d forever return to this purgatory. He sagged against 
the railing, the metal felt like it was biting into his arms and the world swayed with a wave of 
vertigo. Despite it, he forced himself to do something. 


For a moment, even as his body didn’t feel like his, even if he feared between breaths his 
heart would abandon him and leave him a corpse, even when it felt like he was giving up his 
chance to escape it, his fingers moved of his accord and shakily typed out a message. It felt 
torturously slow to spell out the words and he hesitated to send it. 


“Can you give me a ride home?” 


It wasn’t like he was awake. It wasn’t like he would respond. Wilbur gripped the phone tight 
and— 


“Sure, Wil, where are you?” 


Wilbur for a moment felt unreasonably terrified. It was hopeless. If he moved, it’d all get 
worse. There was nowhere else to go. He wanted to throw his phone off. He wanted to throw 
himself off. He didn’t respond to the text. His fingers, acting of a desire he didn’t know he 
had in him tapped the call button and placed the phone to his ear. 


It felt like he was torn in two when he made his feet move, like a ghost of himself would 
always be standing at the bridge, waiting to jump. Wilbur scanned the area quickly as the call 
connected, looking for a business or gas station... 


“Phil, I’m sorry—I shouldn’t text so late—I—I was going to text, Quackity—But I—I—I’m 
going to be honest, I’ve been drinking—I don’t think I’m...” Wilbur felt like he’d jumped, 
the world was spinning rapidly around him, but he gripped the railing of the bridge as he 
made it to the end, leaning on the light post there as nausea threatened to overwhelm him. “I 
need to go home.” 


He heard a pause, then a quiet breath, “No trouble, Wil,” Phil reassured. “Where you at? I 
was up grading shit; you’re not bothering me.” 


“Phil, I don’t know.” He straightened, but his vision felt blurry. He wiped at tears and settled 
on the fast food restaurant near the bridge two blocks away, its damnable corporate logo the 
only thing his mind could identify. He relayed it to Phil. “It’s near a bridge.” 


Wilbur released the railing of the bridge and shoved his hands in his pockets and counted his 
steps as he took them, staring at his shoes to avoid looking at the horrific blurry maelstrom of 
lights and chaos around him. Phil’s voice was calm as he said, “Okay, I think I figured out 
which. I’m on my way over.” 


Minutes could have been months, months could have been centuries—time froze over 
between the call ending and his stumbling walk to a bus bench near the food place. He settled 
not on the bench, but beside it, leaning against its sticky metal. The ground near the bench 
wasn’t clean. His foot was resting in a dried puddle of something red-orange syrupy. A fallen 
styrofoam cup was wedged near the leg opposite the one he leant on, a bite mark ripped out 
of it. 


Lots of cars passed, a blur, and Wilbur closed his eyes. He opened them again to a car 
stopping, hazards flashing and the glow of a dim phone screen out of the corner of his eye. 
Wilbur tugged his phone back out of his pocket where it was alight with a call and answered 
it. 


“Glad you’re conscious. I was worried I was going to have to get out and get you up, and 
Wil, you’re a bit of a gangly motherfucker,” Phil said. 


Wilbur smiled. “S’ good, Phil, I don’t think I want to be touched right now,” Wilbur 
murmured. He hung up the call. He got up one leg at a time, and each step felt like there was 
a chance the ground would vanish, but he managed to get to the car door and open it. 


Phil’s car wasn’t like Schlatt’s, Wilbur reminded himself. It was a comfy sedan, messy, and 
Phil had to throw an old jacket and paper bag sitting in the passenger into the back before 
Wilbur sat. Phil was playing low mellow tunes on the radio. Wilbur folded himself into the 
seat, tucking his legs close to him and Phil sucked in a deep breath. His finger hovered above 
his hazard lights, but he didn’t turn them off. 


“Wil?” 


“Yeah?” 
“If I take you home, will you be safe?” 


Wilbur looked at him. Phil’s eyes weren’t on him, not directly. They were reserved, darting to 
the traffic going past and to their surroundings, to Wilbur’s clenched fists at his sides. For a 
moment the attention to detail sent him to the edge, but he reminded himself Phil was not 
dangerous. 


Phil was in a comfy sweatshirt and a black t-shirt faded with too many washes and stained 
sweatpants. He smelt of soap, of sweat, of cheap deodorant and of ink, like the presence of 
pens in his cup holder, under the seat, likely strewn about in the back seat seeped into him 

permanently. 


He couldn’t answer. He thought of the empty apartment. Wilbur scratched at his thigh. Phil’s 
eyes settled on the rearview mirror, staring back at the bridge. 


“Do you want to stay the night at my apartment? Kristin’s going to be there. She has to get up 
early in the morning, so I can’t promise you won’t be woken up when she leaves for work, 
but...” Phil trailed off, unsure of what to say. Wilbur shrugged. “Wil, did you want to go to a 
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“Not the hospital, Phil,” Wilbur said. 
There was only the sound of Phil’s turn-signal still clicking on, faint, rhythmic. 


“T don’t feel comfortable leaving you alone,” Phil said. When Wilbur glanced at him, this 
time Phil was looking at him, his eyes creased with concern, his brow furrowed. Wilbur 
glanced back to the bridge through the side mirror. 


For a moment he could see a ghost of himself, and he imagined how he might have looked. 
He imagined what jumping would have felt like, and Wilbur felt further separated from the 
image of himself he imagined in the mirror. His tongue was his fully, and he pressed it to the 
inside of his cheek before he spoke. 


“Td appreciate staying the night at your apartment, Phil.” 


Phil nodded to himself and turned the hazards off. His eyes went to the road as he pulled out. 
“You don’t have to stay longer than the night, just until you’re sobered up, Wilbur,” Phil said. 


Wilbur took a deep breath. He unclenched his fists and tangled his fingers into his pants. 
“You aren’t going to ask?” 


“Not right now,” Phil said. He side-eyed Wilbur then said. “I will, though, but you look like 
you need some time to lie down and sleep.” 


Wilbur felt his heart in his chest, and he settled his hand over it again. It was pulsing, 
nervous, filled with anticipation of something going so awfully wrong. Maybe something was 
going to go bad. He felt so sure in his gut it would. His mouth moved faster than his thoughts. 


“Aren’t you worried I’m dangerous? Or crazy?” 
“Should I be?” 
Yess? 


Phil huffed. He tapped his fingers against his steering wheel and said sardonically, “Tell you 
what, if you’re crazy and you’ve become a prolific serial killer, we deal with it at six in the 
morning rather than one.” Wilbur weakly chuckled. Phil managed a grin. “No, the real horror 
is what if J’ve become a serial killer. Nearly considered it a better career choice than GTA.” 


Wilbur scoffed and he sunk into the seat of the car. “I don’t feel like I’m safe—that I’m a safe 
person.” 


Phil considered it. “You’re not safe for yourself or everyone else?” 


His reflection the side mirror looked terrible. His eyes were shadowed, eyes dilated with a 
feverish glint, his mouth bruised, his hair thrown about and clumped in such a way all his 
insecurities showed—his hairline, the possibility he might be balding, the acne or ingrown 
hair that worked its way near an edge. Something he was so painfully familiar with yet 
looked so strange. 


“Both,” Wilbur said. 


Phil hummed. “I’ve felt that way. Before I met Kristin, I stayed all cooped up, married to 
school, a shitty job, and gaming, God forbid I do anything more. I was miserable—I felt like 
shit most of the time, but it felt safer than risking giving up a quiet night in with something as 
draining as a bar. And then I met her, and I thought like a dumbass that being with a girl 
would fix everything wrong in my life.” 


“Tt didn’t,” Wilbur guessed. 


“T think I made her life slightly more difficult for a few months here and there,” Phil 
admitted. “So, I took small baby steps. I went out. Joined clubs. Made friends. Fucked up a 
lot. Definitely had my share of public embarrassments, especially when you dragged me to 
the bar’—Phil chuckled to himself at that— “but I don’t regret it. We still have quiet nights 
in.” 


“But you’re...vou,” Wilbur said. “I don’t know if I can change.” 
“You won’t know until you try, Wilbur,” Phil said. 


“Easier said than done,” Wilbur muttered, as Phil slowed to a stop, backing into a parking 
space in front of a nice, quaint, but not as horrendous as his own apartment complex. 


“Tt is, but you’ve already started, haven’t you?” Phil said, and he stopped the car. Wilbur 
stared at his lap, the night hitting him. He wiped at his face as tears started pooling in his 
eyes. He was unable to swallow. 


“No, no, Phil, I haven’t,” Wilbur said. Phil didn’t look at him right away, but he saw his eyes 
dart to him, then to the other cars parked. Phil leaned on his car door before he opened it. 


“Then you can always start. You’ve had a rough night, haven’t you?” 


Wilbur wanted to darkly question what a few hours would change. Wasn’t he the same 
vermin-infested lunatic dying in the streets? 


A wave of exhaustion hit him the moment they were climbing the stairs to Phil’s apartment. 
It was only on the second storey of the three-storey building, but something about the quiet 
and clean halls with light green wallpaper and wooden floors was calming. Phil unlocked his 
door and took off his shoes at the door, nudging them onto a rug and Wilbur followed suit. 


“T might have a few larger shirts that might fit you, but I’m not sure about anything in the 
pants department—you know, Kristin might have an old pair of sweats that might,” Phil 
pondered out loud. There was a small hall and then a kitchenette, a small living room, then 
beyond a door to a bedroom and another for a bathroom. 


There living room was lit by a single lamp illuminating the furniture in soft hues. In the thing 
that caught his eye was the television perched on a modern off-the-shelf entertainment stand 
that had old textbooks and movies taking up its space. The textbooks were shoved on the 
bottom desperately as if trying to force them into a prison, while the movies were 
meticulously organized in a clean row. A cupboard placed against a wall was slightly open, 
its latch broken, and beside it was a small table with drawers piled high with mail and other 
papers strewn about. In the center of the room was a coffee table and a couch. 


On the couch was a blanket folded neatly and a couple of pillows. Phil hummed. “Kristin 
must have set those out for you. Told her you’d be staying over.” 


“Before or after you asked me?” 


“Told her you might be staying over,” Phil corrected. “Before.” Wilbur snorted. Phil 
shrugged. “I can be stubborn too, Wil.” 


“Force me to come here?” Wilbur asked. 


“No, but I can make killer puppy eyes,” Phil said. When Wilbur didn’t react he sighed. “No, 
Wil, I can’t force you to do anything. If you really wanted to, you could leave, and you could 
avoid sleeping, or you could rob us—I’m not going to fight you there, to be honest.” 


Wilbur twisted his lips up in a faint smile, “I don’t think I’m going to rob you, Phil.” 


“No? I have at least a few blu-rays,” Phil said. “Those textbooks were worth hundreds.” He 
rubbed his face and yawned. “Right, I’m going to go see about getting you a change of 
clothes, if you want to shower, bathroom’s right there.” He gestured to a plain beige door 
with chipped paint before he realized something, and opened a cupboard, pulling out a towel. 
He passed it to Wilbur. “Take your time.” 


Wilbur did. Once he was behind the closed door he locked it and sunk down, burying his face 
into his hands. 


Wilbur expected something would be different in his head, or on his body, or in his eyes as he 
stripped the clothes off him. They faintly smelled of sex and alcohol and Wilbur wondered if 
he could choose not to touch them again, to throw them away. It’d be a waste, but yet it felt 
better to imagine them gone. His mouth was dry, and he cupped water from the sink and 
drank heavily, his body suddenly sounding off with aches and pains he hadn’t known he had. 
His pulse would race, frenetic and staticky, but when he pressed his hand to his chest it would 
calm, his heart a thrum under his hand. 


It didn’t feel like a revival, it didn’t feel like he was free from limbo, it felt like every 
moment he was digging his way out, with broken fingers and broken nails with blood 
encrusted on his flesh, and the dirt was pouring down his throat, and into his eyes, but at the 
same time, something in him kept digging. 


Wilbur wished it felt like a baptism, that the sin went down the drain as he washed, but it 
didn’t. It stayed on him. And while shame and resentment lingered, so did a strange peace as 
he felt the emotions. Named them. 


It wasn’t a cleansing, it was daylight. A sunrise. Illuminating everything he could not see in 
the night, and it did not take away the wreckage, nor did it make it right, but it made it easier 
to see for what it was and wasn’t. 


Phil knocked on the bathroom door and Wilbur unlocked it, towel wrapped around his waist. 
Phil still politely kept his eyes at Wilbur’s face, setting the clothes down on the sink with a 
“here you are,” before he closed the door again. 


The sweats were evidently women’s and to prove as much came with no pockets and stopped 
at mid-calf for him, but they weren’t uncomfortable, and the shirt barely came down to his 
navel, but he was grateful for it all the same. Wilbur dried off his hair and looked at his 
clothes on the floor of the bathroom. Despite the feeling in his gut, he gathered them up, 
folding them into a nice pile and left them sitting there. 


Phil was sitting in the living room, yawning into his hand, his eyes drooping. His eyes went 
to Wilbur. “Feel better?” 


“Yeah,” Wilbur said. 


“T got you water and painkillers,” Phil gestured to a glass and a bottle on the table. “If you 
need food—” 


“No, no, I don’t think I could stomach it, not right now,” Wilbur dismissed. “Thanks, Phil. I 
think—I think I’m just going to head to sleep.” 


Phil nodded, leaning against the couch as he got up. He blinked heavily and crossed his arms, 
fingers curling around his biceps. “See you in the morning, Wil,” Phil said, and it wasn’t just 
a good night, it was a request for Wilbur to promise him it. 


Wilbur swallowed. He tried not to—he meant not to—but his eyes still darted to the door. If 
the world collapsed and the ledge and railing of the bridge was right outside the door, would 
he do it? Wilbur shook his head to himself. No, he wanted to go home. He wanted to see 
Beast. 


“Get your rest, old man, you look burnt out,” Wilbur said. 
“You too, Wil,” Phil said. “Night.” 


He left Wilbur alone in his living room, disappearing into the bedroom where Wilbur faintly 
heard a soft woman’s voice before the door closed. The room felt strange, foreign, unknown. 
Wilbur cast a look around it, his eyes focusing in on a painting of a cat that might have been 
hanging on the wall at some point—a faint shadow on the paint and a nail still on the wall— 
but was now resting on the ground. He sat on the couch and stared at his bare feet for a long 
moment, his blinks becoming longer. He hesitantly knocked a few pills into his hand and 
chased them down with water. 


The couch wasn’t long enough, but it didn’t bother him to keep his legs folded, tossing the 
blanket over himself. He reached for the chain of the lamp and tugged it down, flooding the 
room into darkness except for light coming from the window near the door. Faintly he could 
hear the AC whirring. 


Wilbur stared at the popcorn ceiling, at the rows of light stretched out on it from a streetlight 
that passed through the slits in the blinds. 


And it wasn’t heaven. And it wasn’t hell. And it wasn’t limbo. 


It was a living room of a friend, and Wilbur with that thought closed his eyes and let himself 
sleep. Sunrise was waiting. 


Chapter End Notes 


I’m going to be moving for the first time in 5 years to be living without roommates 
which I’m excited and terrified about. CABA (my co-writer for other fics) and I aren’t 
currently talking after an agreed break—they need space—which I took rougher a month 
ago, hence why all updates on everything stopped. 


Basically, TL; DR—they’re having their own life events and I was certainly very not 
helpful in that regard. I drove down to see them and the Lovejoy concert and while I had 
a manic episode that made me fearless--I have an insane fear of driving and do NOT 
drive regularly...or at all--it ended before the drive back. And I dissociated. And crashed 
into a barrier. At 65 mph. Don't worry, I wasn't injured and nor was anyone else, but the 
car was a total loss. 


Then. Well. Yeah. It wasn't just that--we both kind of had declining mental health, that 
just was the finish line. 


Like I said, I took it pretty rough a month ago. I don't think it's the end of our friendship, 
but it certainly felt like it in my head when I was already spiraling. But we also had 
plans to like live together that had to be canceled also. So, I found a place to live within 
my budget luckily within a month of my lease ending. 


End Notes 


ah, if only people didnt exist like this irl. but they do. and they do this. 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


